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President’s Message

SOC’s 
Fourtieth
Birthday

This year, 2012, marks the 40th anniversary of the 
founding of Save Our Canyons.  We hope you will 
celebrate it with us.  It also marks the 40th anniversary of 
the opening of Snowbird Ski and Summer Resort in Little 
Cottonwood Canyon.  This juxtaposition of these events 
is not a coincidence.   When Snowbird arrived in Utah, 
became alarmed over the grandiose future development 
plans that Dick Bass dreamed about.  These included 
satellite villages and expansions into canyons adjacent to 
Gad Valley and Peruvian Gulch.  Bass was quoted, at the 
time, as saying, “One day we’ll have it all”!

This rhetoric stirred up a lot of people - enough of 
them to start Save Our Canyons, dedicated to protecting 
the wildness and beuty of the Wasatch mountains, canyons 
and foothills.  Little did we imagine what we were getting 
ourselves into.  The initial group of just three founders has 
grown in those 40 years to an organization of thousands 
of supportive and dedicated members, many hundreds of 
whom volunteer on projects from office work, highway 
cleanups, public outreach and trail maintenance.  We are 
all also blessed by an incredibly dedicated and effective 
staff.

When SOC started, people often asked, “What is it 
that needs saving?  The canyons are still there and we 
like them just the way they are.”  The media weren’t 
interested in covering what they saw at the time as dull 
local issues, of interest to a mere handful of so-called 
environmental extremists.  As the apparently endless 
ambitions of ski resorts to expand onto federal lands 
became more apparent, this blasé attitude began to change 
and people began to pay more attention.  Polls began to 
show that an ever-growing majority of residents in the 
Salt Lake Valley wanted stricter controls on real estate 
and resort development in the central Wasatch.  Recently, 
surveys conducted by Envision Utah in preparing their 
Wasatch Canyons Tomorrow report showed that of the 
16,000 responders 96% favored enforcement of existing 
regulations or strengthening them as opposed to more or 
less unrestricted development.  This huge swing of public 
opinion is the life-blood of Save Our Canyons, its sister 
organizations, local governments and businesses.

We’ve had major successes in the past four decades, 
which would not have been possible without the support 
of our members.  These successes include (but are by no 
means limited to)

§	Wilderness Designation – Lone Peak, 
1978, Utah’s first Wilderness

§	Wilderness Designation – Twin Peaks 
and Mount Olympus, 1984
§	Keeping Olympic venues out of the 

canyons of the central Wasatch 1988
§	Significant influence on County master 

plans and ordinances
§	Successful opposition to a number of ski 

resort expansions onto public lands
§	Helping in getting Salt Lake City to 

purchase Willow Heights in Big Cottonwood 
Canyon thus forestalling development
§	Creation of conservation easements on 

open space lands in the Wasatch.
Save Our Canyons is not against the ski industry in 

Utah and most of our members enjoy the services and 
amenities of the resorts.  We believe, however, that we 
should all remain mindful of the fact that the ski industry 
at present and for decades in the past has contributed 
around 1% of the Gross State Product.  You can figure 
this out for yourself by consulting figures provided by Ski 
Utah and the State of Utah.  1% is not insignificant but it 
isn’t the powerhouse of the economy that many believe it 
to be.  The most important role of the Wasatch Mountains 
for the Salt Lake Valley is that it is our watershed.

Save Our Canyons exists because of you and your 
friends.  In fact nearly 90% of Save Our Canyons’ funding 
comes from your annual dues and donations.  When 
we say we can’t do without you, we mean it. It hasn’t 
always been here to represent you and it could easily not 
be here in the future.  Non-profit organizations occupy 
a fine line between existence and extinction.  It is clear 
that SOC has focused attention intensely on Wasatch 
canyon issues – more than any other organization.  The 
overwhelming participation in recent rallies against plans 
to relax zoning restrictions in the mountains and canyons, 
to sell federal lands to facilitate SkiLink (the gondola 
connection between The Canyons and Solitude) and to 
build a “mountain coaster” on Mt. Superior demonstrates 
the growing strength of SOC members and the ability of 
the organization to give them an effective voice. 

This has to continue for the next 40 years and then for 
40 years after that and then to infinity and beyond!  Your 
support is crucial.  You know what to do and for some 
more suggestions see page 9 of this newsletter.   – Gale 
Dick
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Water in the Wasatch
By Brian Moench

President, Utah Physicians for a Healthy Environment.
(Reprinted by permission of the Salt Lake Tribune where this article first appeared.)

The number of environmental 
issues that transcend politics 

may be dwindling, but protecting 
our precious water should be at the 
top of that list. Both liberals and 
conservatives should be able to 
appreciate that in the Western United 
States, there is no natural resource 
more important than water, for mere 
survival, let alone social stability and 
economic growth.

In the early 20th century the 
Wasatch Mountains looked nothing 
like they do today. After decades of 
mining, grazing and logging by the 
first two generations of Utahns, Wasatch canyons had 
been denuded of trees and riddled with mining waste. 
The water in our canyon streams was among the most 
polluted in the country.

Ultimately, federal designation of national forests 
and intervention by LDS Church leaders afforded 
watershed protection and the end result was some of 
the cleanest and cheapest water in the country. All that 
may be about to end.

Our vulnerability to inadequate water resources is 
in sharp focus this year. Despite last year’s anomalous 
snowfall, the West is experiencing exactly the trend that 
scientists have been warning us about — diminishing 
precipitation, earlier snowmelt, shrinking lakes and 
reservoirs and hotter temperatures. Mass die-off of 
Western forests is the undeniable, “in your face” 
empirical evidence that this alarming transformation 
is already under way.

Widespread loss of pine trees and aspen has not yet 
spread to the Wasatch canyons, but there is no reason 
to believe they are immune to these biological forces. 
Not only is the aesthetic beauty of our canyons in peril, 
but their irreplaceable role in our critical watershed is 
as well.

Unbelievably, some of our state and local politicians 
are collaborating with out-of-state and foreign 
corporations to add insult to injury. In defiance of the 
preference of most local residents, there are multiple 
plans for expansion of Wasatch ski resorts in the most 
critical areas of watershed, facilitated by a scheme to 
weaken canyon zoning ordinances and force feed us 
SkiLink — gondolas for the rich from the Canyons 
resort to Solitude, at $100 a pop. Developers hoping 
to subdivide Cardiff Fork into 200 homes are cheering 
for SkiLink because this would enhance the real estate 
value of their property. If Cardiff Fork is developed 
you might as well stick a fork in our watershed.

Just like 19th century mining and 
logging, more 21st century development 
in our watershed means less recharge of 
the soil and aquifers, less water storage, 
and deterioration of water quality. 
Asphalt, cement, building materials, oil, 
grease, petrochemical sealants, more 
human waste and activity in general 
will leach toxic chemicals, heavy metals, 
bacteria and unwanted pharmaceutical 
residues into our watershed. Less water 
also increases the concentrations of 
contaminants in the water that remains.

More water treatment is expensive 
(an additional taxpayer burden) but even 

more treatment will not miraculously restore degraded 
water to its “pristine” state. With what we know about 
the long-term health consequences of heavy metals 
and toxic chemicals like endocrine disrupters, even at 
extremely low doses, especially for children and fetuses, 
a degraded watershed is increasingly recognized as a 
serious public health threat.

Moreover, the public health consequences of air 
pollution, a serious problem for the same population, 
become additive, if not synergistic, when pollution is 
also being absorbed through a tainted water supply.

With natural threats mounting on the doorstep of 
our Wasatch forests, changing existing canyon zoning 
to allow more slopes to be stripped of their healthy 
trees for ski runs or gondolas would be shockingly 
poor risk management.

There are aesthetic, recreational and even economic 
reasons to preserve the canyons, but none is more 
important than protecting our watershed. Further 
canyon development represents a serious threat to the 
“water bank” that over a million people depend upon, 
and likely 1.5 million people within 20 years.

Addressing a proposed Green River pipeline by a 
private developer, Gov. Gary Herbert said, “We’ll not 
relinquish one drop — one molecule — of Utah water.” 
For the exact same reason he should feel even more 
strongly about not relinquishing one square inch of 
our watershed to Canadian developers like Talisker, or 
other owners of Wasatch ski resorts. But in this case he 
will have to protect our water future from members of 
his own party.

Time for some leadership, governor.

© 2012, the Salt Lake Tribune
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First a Gondola, then a Mega-resort
by Ulrich Brunhart*

(This article first appeared in the Salt Lake Tribune)

The proposed Canyons-Solitude interconnect 
gondola is an attempt to dramatically increase both 

resorts’ terrain while bypassing the standard approval 
process for ski area expansions. The suggested premise 
of saving driving miles is simply a smokescreen — the 
bulk of the Big Cottonwood Canyon resorts’ customers 
come from the Salt Lake Valley, not from Summit 
County.

If traffic congestion and the associated air and water 
pollution really are the major concerns, wouldn’t 
dramatically improved mass transit, or even a train or 
gondola, from the mouth of Big Cottonwood Canyon to 
Solitude/Brighton serve a much more pressing need?

The obvious result of this gondola would be greatly 
expanded high-speed, lift-served terrain. From lifts 
already in place at the Canyons resort, skiers could 
easily access high quality backcountry areas — the vast 
drainages of Mill F, Willow Heights, Bear Trap, and 
Mill D, quickly returning to the ridge via the proposed 
gondola.

Likewise, Solitude skiers could opt to take the 
new lift to explore all the new terrain. This will cost 
more than a normal resort ticket, but on a powder day 
hundreds will be lining up.

The resorts and their hired spokesman, ex-Salt Lake 
City mayor Ted Wilson, are trying to sell this proposal 
on the idea of tourists easily trying out other resorts. 
Four of the five members of Utah’s congressional 
delegation have indicated their support by sponsoring 
a bill to force the U.S. Forest Service to sell land to 
accommodate the new lift. All this was done behind 
the scenes with no public input.

The developers have obviously done their 
homework. And the impacts of this proposal are 
dramatic.

On the positive side:
• A substantial increase in bragging rights (and 
advertising potential) for the ski industry.
• A small increase in ski area employment. (The 

500 new jobs claimed by the proponents seem to 
be somewhat optimistic.)
• Increased ski revenue.
On the negative side:
•Substantial watershed degradation (24 
percent of Salt Lake water comes out of Big 
Cottonwood).
•Substantial reduction of prime backcountry ski 
areas. Not everyone can (or wants) to spend $100 
a day to ski.
•An overall increase in traffic (and the resulting 
congestion and pollution) as more people flock 
to the more easily accessed slopes.
•Potential tragedy. Since this terrain will be 
outside of ski area boundaries (that is how the 
proponents are selling this concept, after all), no 
regular ski patrol or avalanche control will take 
place. People will take risks, knowingly or not, 
putting increased pressure on search-and-rescue 
resources.
•Precedents will be set. If this proposal comes to 
fruition, what will come next? An obvious place 
to look is Alta’s Flagstaff lift proposal. Then there 
is Snowbird’s quiet attempt to expand south into 
Utah County.
No reason to stop there. Why not an interconnect to 

Sundance? A resort expansion into Millcreek Canyon? 
Then all the major Wasatch ski resorts would be 
connected in one big mega-resort.

But is that commercial overlay really what we want 
for the Wasatch Mountains, renowned for their beauty 
and for the snowmelt that sustains life in the valleys 
along the Wasatch Front and Back?
____________
*Ulrich Brunhart is a Salt Lake contractor, avid resort skier 
and novice backcountry skier.

© 2011, the Salt Lake Tribune

Agi Plenk 
Our whole community laments the death on December 31, 2011, at age 95, of 
Agi Plenk.  Agi was a psychologist who founded The children’s Center in Salt 
Lake City and served for more than 20 years as the center’s executive director.  
The center provides comprehensive mental health care to young children 
and now serves more than 1800 families a year.  She and her husband Henry 
were outstanding community leaders who served us all in their remarkable 
careers of public service.  Among their many enthusiasms was skiing and 
hiking the Wasatch and their love for this tremendous asset of our community 
led them to play a big role in the early years of Save Our Canyons when the 
organization was struggling to get established.  They leave behind a grateful 
Salt Lake Valley and a more protected Wasatch Range.
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Three years ago, on February 12, 2009 (to be exact), 
I received an email from Alex Schmidt. He was 

interested in volunteering for Save Our Canyons. 
Seven months after receiving that original email (and 
after he had attended numerous volunteer activities), 
Alex inquired about becoming an intern with the 
organization. At that time, he was working with the 
Rocky Mountain Power Blue Sky program and taking 
classes at the Salt Lake Community College with 
interest in pursuing a degree in Political Science. His 
enthusiasm earned him a place in the SOC office and 
he joined Save Our Canyons as an intern in the fall of 
2009. His passion for the outdoors and his dedication 
to the mission of Save Our Canyons were immediately 
apparent and his work reflected his commitment to the 
cause.

After his internship ended, Alex focused his time 
and energy on school, but returned once again to Save 
Our Canyons in the summer of 2010, working May 
through September of that year through a grant from 
the National Forest Foundation (NFF), which allowed 
him to focus on coordinating and expanding Save Our 
Canyons trail maintenance program. When the NFF 
funded program ended, Alex traded the rough and 
rugged Wasatch for the Atlantic Ocean, spending two 
months (give or take) surfing and relaxing in Puerto 
Rico.

The sun and sand couldn’t keep Alex away from 
Save Our Canyons though. He returned in March of 
2011 as an Americorp placement. He has served in this 

role as our Trails and Outreach Coordinator for eleven 
months. His time and energy have benefited Save Our 
Canyons and the Wasatch Mountains in countless ways. 
In 2011, Alex spent time behind the Save Our Canyons 
table at local events, educating the public and increasing 
awareness of our organization. He also worked on a 
variety of tasks within the office, including helping 
organize our annual Lone Peak Celebration and Ullr 
Ball events. He worked with the Boys and Girl’s Club 
to introduce youth to the Wasatch and to explain the 
importance of Wilderness and watershed, and helped 
organize and coordinate over 260 volunteers that gave 
approximately 1,350 hours.

Alex’s time with Save Our Canyons under the 
Americorp program, however, is nearing its end. 
Unfortunately, keeping Alex on as paid staff is not 
possible with our budget, but we know from his history 
that we haven’t seen the last of him. He has already 
committed to returning when needed as a volunteer. 
Over the past three years, Alex has worked tirelessly 
to help protect the Wasatch. He has been an absolutely 
invaluable asset to Save Our Canyons and it’s with 
heavy hearts that we bid him farewell. We wish him the 
very best as he continues his education and transitions 
into his new job with the Utah Rivers Council.

The SOC staff and board thank you, Alex, for all of 
your hard work.

Thank You Alex, for All of Your Hard Work
By: Havilah Martak
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These nightmarish pictures, concocted by Andrew McClean, show how familiar Wasatch
sites could be messed up with SkiLink.

The Canadians are Coming! 
The Canadians are Coming! 
The Canadians are Coming!

Photos copyrighted by Andrew McClean 

Before SkiLink After SkiLink
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Lewis Hitchner

Member Profile

From Ski Bum, 
to University Professor,
to Retiree, 
to SOC Volunteer
By Havilah Martak, SOC Director of Opeations

Lewis (Lew) Hitchner is originally from the East 
Coast – Philadelphia, to be exact. He moved to Salt 

Lake City in 1973 with the lofty goal and aspiration of 
being, well, a ski bum. He didn’t follow the usual ski 
bum route of working at the resorts though. Instead, 
he worked part time jobs here and there in the city and 
skied as much as he could on his time off. That lasted 
for about two years and then Lew decided it was time 
to go back to school. He pursued a graduate degree 
from the University of Utah in 1975 and completed a 
PhD in computer science in 1983, still making sure to 
find the time between studying and working to get out 
and enjoy the Wasatch as much as possible. 

Lew was active in the Wasatch Mountain Club 
(WMC) and served as its Mountaineering Director for 
a few years. He even served as President of the WMC 
for a few short months in 1983. He would have stayed 
longer, but after completing his education, he moved 
away from Utah to pursue a career in California. He 
lived in Santa Cruz for five years, Silicon Valley for 
eight years, and San Luis Obispo for eleven. When he 
was able, he would travel back to Utah to ski and visit 
with old friends.

When Lew retired in 2007 from being a University 
professor, he moved back to Utah. He said that while 
he had many choices of where to move, the recreational 
opportunities in Utah and his friends here were 
what drew him back. Lew, single and age 66, enjoys 
backcountry skiing, hiking, and backpacking and 
says he is more active now than ever since retiring, 
spending about 3 to 4 days a week in our “backyard” 
(the Wasatch).

When asked what his favorite place was, Lew 
said there are too many to list, so rather than pick 
one particular place, he said instead that the areas he 
enjoys a lot are the side canyons in Little Cottonwood, 
such as White Pine, Red Pine, and upper Cardiff and 
Days Forks because those areas look so alpine, they’re 
easily accessible, and they offer challenging terrain 
(especially for skiing). On weekdays, Lew says these 
canyons provide a lot of solitude, and that even on 
busy weekends there are many places nearby that 
aren’t crowded.

Lew believes the biggest issue facing the Wasatch 
right now is SkiLink, but said that he is concerned 
about “development in general and how it’s not 
being properly controlled”. He says he can certainly 
side with the majority of the people that participated 
in the Wasatch Canyons Tomorrow survey that said 
they don’t want any expansion of ski resorts, adding 
though that he is, “open to some [development] if it’s 
done properly.” 

When discussing Skilink with Lew, he stated 
that it’s, “so ridiculous and power-grabbing” and 
that “most of our Congress persons are being such 
hypocrites about it.” SkiLink is what motivated Lew to 
get involved with Save Our Canyons. He has friends 
that are active members in SOC and said that when he 
started reading about SkiLink, he knew it was time for 
him to get active as well. He said, “I use the canyons so 
much I feel I ought to do something to give back and 
preserve what I use for free.” Lew became a member in 
December, 2011 and helped distribute SOC newsletters 
around the city as a volunteer in January, 2012.

When asked what advice he could provide to 
readers, Lew said, “Be thankful for the great access to 
the wonderful outdoors we have around here. Do your 
best to take care of it. Get active and do something 
about helping to do what’s fair for as many people as 
possible.” q
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Full house of concerned citizens at the Salt Lake County Council meeting on Jan. 24, 2012

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly
GOOD.  On December 2, 2011 Federal forest managers 
said they oppose legislation to allow a gondola between 
Utah’s Canyons and Solitude ski resorts, saying it 
would potentially mar preserved areas, harm crucial 
watershed and create private land in the middle of a 
national forest.  Appearing before the House Natural 
Resources subcommittee over national parks and 
forests, Gregory Smith, the Agriculture Department’s 
acting deputy chief of staff, said the department, 
which oversees national forests, has concerns about 
the legislation. Among those are that it would require 
the government to sell the land to private owners, 
who could then do with it what they want, and that 
the department can’t verify the reduction in traffic that 
resort owners claim would occur with a gondola.  And 
from our point of view that’s not even the half of it.
BAD, but not all BAD.  On page 11 of this newsletter 
John Worlock raises some real worries about the 
recently enacted Ski Area Recreational Opportunity 
Enhancement Act of 2011 (sponsored in the House by 
Utah’s Rob Bishop and in the Senate by Tom Udall of 
New Mexico).  There is, however, at least one part of 
the new law that is encouraging.  Certain activities 
and facilities are excluded as inappropriate within 
Forest Service ski areas:  tennis courts, water slides 
and water parks, swimming pools, golf courses and 
amusement parks.  Salt Lake County should also 
exclude these activities in its revisions of the counties 
FCOZ ordinances.
GOOD.  At the January 24, 2012 Salt Lake County 
Council meeting about 100 Salt Lake Valley residents 
turned out to protest Salt Lake County FCOZ 
ordinance changes being proposed by its planners.  
Rolen Yoshinaga presented proposals to the Council in 
advance of a coming meeting on which Council will 
approve or disapprove.  The FCOZ amendments would 

eliminate precisely those that doomed the Snowbird  
coaster. There were several very good aspects of what 
happened next:  The meeting had been announced as a 
“comment only” session.  However, in response to the 
large audience as well as applause-winning comments 
by councilman Randy Horiuchi, chairman David Wilde 
decided to accept a few comments. 

Those responding were representatives of various 
groups including Save Our Canyons, the Wasatch 
Mountain Club, Utah Physicians for a Healthy 
Environment, Salt Lake City Public Utilities, the 
Cottonwood Canyon Homeowner’s Association, 
Black Diamond Mountain Equipment and Snowbird 
as well as a number of individuals. It was important 
for the Council Members to hear these comments 
before they started plowing through the material they 
will read before they vote.  All in all a good episode 
of citizen response to important issues and it wouldn’t 
have happened without Save Our Canyons having 
organized it. 

UGLY.  If you want to have a better idea of what 
some of your favorite places in the path of SkiLink 
might look like after it had rammed its way across 
forest service land you should go to Andrew McLean’s 
renderings at the web site <http://straightchuter.
com/2011/09/Talisker-proposed-tram-in-living-color.  
Also see p. 6 of this newsletter.  
     Another bad dream of the future can be envisioned 
in the film taken by Carl Fisher when he, Andrew 
McLean and free lance reporter Chris Solomon set out 
to ride lifts at The Canyons Resort to where the SkiLink 
gondola upper station would be situated.  It cost each 
of them $96 and took one and a half hours to get there. 
Here’s the link <http://vimeo.com/35722395>http://
vimeo.com/35722395 – or go to our website and link to 
our facebook where you will find the film. q
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It is important that an environmental caucus be formed 
and play a role in political conventions in Utah.  The 

upcoming election of a new mayor of Salt Lake County 
will be of crucial importance in the protection of Wasatch 
canyons, mountains and foothills where the county’s 
responsibilities and powers are very great.  We urge 
you to become a delegate to the County Convention, 
to attend it and to quiz candidates for office on their 
positions on Wasatch issues.  SOC’s non-profit status 
does not allow it to support individual candidates for 
public office.

 Becoming an elected delegate is a simple process 
that just needs a few hours of work on your part.  Below 
you will find a step-by-step plan on how to become a 
delegate: 

 
 1. Save The Dates: Precinct Caucuses, sometimes 
call Mass Meetings, will be held on March 13th 
at 7 PM.  Save the date now, and share the date 
with everyone you know.  Once elected delegate 
you will need to attend County Convention 
on April 14th at Murray High School. More 
information is available online at http://www.
utah.gov/government/caucus.html

2. Determine your State House District Number 
(a number between 20 and 52) and your Precinct 
Number (the name of your city plus a numerical 
code, Sandy – 03 for example).  Those can be 
found through the Salt Lake County Clerk’s 
office at http://bit.ly/slcoclerk or by calling 
(385) 468-7400. 

3. Begin reaching out to family, neighbors and 
friends who live in your precinct and encourage 
them to attend and vote for you 

4. Attend your caucus meeting. 

a. Plan on arriving 10 min. early to begin 
introducing yourself and find your 
precinct’s table. 

b. Have someone nominate you.  

After initial party business, delegates for 
the county and state conventions will be 
selected. When nominations are open, 
have a friend or spouse nominate you.
 
c. Be prepared to briefly introduce yourself 
and explain why you are running.

d. State your name, where you live and 
that you support the party platform. 
You may add some positive criteria by 
which you evaluate candidates, e.g., 
integrity, leadership, experience or fiscal 
responsibility. However, keep it brief and 
don’t endorse specific candidates or take 
issue positions, as you may jeopardize 
your support. Smile, make eye contact, 
and speak clearly! 

e. Electing a delegate supportive of your 
environmental concerns is the most 
important thing.  We hope it is you. 

We hope you enjoy your experience running for 
delegate.  Besides voting, attending your precinct 
caucuses is the most basic form of public participation 
in our democracy.  Without robust public participation, 
it is easy for a small minority within a party to hijack 
the nomination system - as we saw in the Republican 
Party last year.  A huge majority of Salt Lake County 
residents support greater protection of the watershed 
provided by the Wasatch Mountains. The County 
action will be central to providing such protection. q

We Need an Environmental Caucus!
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Politicking the Wasatch
Marginalizes our Environment

By Carl Fisher, Executive Director

Recently, I received a press release containing the 
statement, “Bipartisan Poll Finds Utah Voters 

Support Upholding Environmental Protections”. I 
thought to myself, is this truly news? It went on to say 
that here, in the great state of Utah, “8 in 10 Utah voters 
want to maintain protections for our air, land and 
water-- the strongest response from voters in any of 
the Western States (AZ, CO, NM, UT, WY, & MT).” At 
first, it struck me. How is taking care of your backyard, 
your home, your livelihood partisan? President’s 
from across the political spectrum -Teddy Roosevelt, 
Lyndon B. Johnson, Richard Nixon and Bill Clinton - 
championed some of this country’s most progressive 
and finest environmental legislation. Then, I began 
to reflect on the movements of our Congressional 
Delegation over the past year, and the need for this 
news became urgent.

Locally, in our neighborhoods, at community 
events, I hear and enjoy hearing people bonding over 
experiences in some of the most pristine and scenic 
environments this state has to offer. Whether it’s a quick 
hike into the wilderness in the Wasatch Mountains after 
work or an extended stay in the deserts at the southern 
parts of this State, one thing is clear: the outdoors and 
our experiences with it define and unite the people who 
call Utah their home. Our senses are in tune with the 
land and help us build bridges across the other issues 
of the day that sometimes polarize us as a community.

That said, it is mind boggling to me that our 
Congressional Delegation would consider facilitating 
the sale of wilderness-quality public lands to a “global 
real estate development company.” What is more 
frustrating than 4 of 5 members of the Utah Delegation 
supporting this ill-conceived scheme, is that none 
of them even wanted to hear other perspectives on 
the issue, or really any other issue that concerns the 
public lands inside Utah. In the years leading up to the 
introduction of the Wasatch Wilderness and Watershed 
Protection Act, only one member of Congress met with 
Save Our Canyons on what we were trying to do, and 
he was the one who introduced the legislation. And it 
isn’t just happening at the Federal level. 

Governor Herbert admonished the Federal 
government in his recent State of the State address. The 
Utah Legislature has recently convened and they are 
sure to introduce legislation to challenge the legality of 
Public lands within the boundaries of Utah. Salt Lake 
County is working to weaken its land use ordinances, 
which have protected our Wasatch Canyons for the 
past 15 years. Salt Lake County Councilman Michael 
Jensen went to Washington DC and testified in favor of 
SkiLink Legislation, despite 94% of County residents 
saying they wanted to see no more ski area expansion 
onto additional public lands. Our leaders are ignoring 
the public they represent on environmental issues 
which all Utahans hold near and dear to their hearts. 

What has happened to public discourse? Respectful 
disagreement, stalwart advocacy, and honest dialog 
is a thing of the past to many of our elected officials. 
They have digressed to spitfire rhetoric and polarized 
positioning. We are reaching out to anyone and 
everyone who will listen. We, as an organization, have 
made great strides in the past year. What is frustrating 
is that our elected officials and their staffs, with a few 
honorable exceptions, do not return our phone calls or 
meeting requests. 

Which brings us back to SkiLink, the poster child 
of failed representation and downright dishonesty 
regarding natural resource protection in Utah. This 
is a prime example of how the public at large has no 
representation on issues that matter to us as a community 
or a nation. Back in September after a few months on 
the job, Ted Wilson sat down on separate occasions 
with the Save Our Canyons board of trustees and with 
members of the backcountry skiing community and 
industry. At the SOC events, Mr. Wilson promised to be 
forthcoming, open and honest regarding the SkiLink 
proposal. He felt it would behoove the project if there 
were “no surprises.” A little over a month later, we get 
a call, but not from Ted Wilson, not from anyone at 
Solitude or the Canyons, or one of our Congressional 
Delegation, but from a reporter at KSL asking for 
comments on the legislation that Congressman Bishop 
just introduced into the US House a companion bill 
being introduced in the Senate.

Now of course, Mr. Wilson is not representing our 
elected officials anymore, but he does know how the 
process works, maybe better than most. All along in 
talking with him, he spoke about how important this 
project would be for protecting the Wasatch. All along 
he said there were no immediate plans for moving this 
forward and they were just pricing out the technology 
and doing feasibility analysis. Of course, this is how 
PR folks work; they smile at your face, and work 
deceptively behind your back. The most disappointing 
aspect of this all is that it was done to us by a one-time 
champion of the Wasatch. 

A hearing was held on the legislation just a few 
weeks later in December. This whole project and process 
took only a matter of weeks to get from theoretical to 
proposed legislation and a hearing.  What sped it along 
so sharply?  It surely wasn’t because the legislation was 
urgently needed to protect threatened resources. Were 
the tracks greased by political contributions from The 
Canyons, by cash in lieu of honest public dialog?  That, 
at least, is a question many are asking.

It is surely not news to many of our readers and 
members that we have been pushing for Wilderness 
Legislation for the past few decades. In 2008 we 
started a stakeholder process lead by Congressman 
Matheson’s Office and Mayor Peter Corroon. We sat 
around the table with multiple governmental entities, 
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water managers, ski resorts, ski industry, helicopter 
guides, recreationists, mountain bikers, etc, for two 
years. Then, we worked for another 6 months to draft 
legislation that was agreeable and respectful of the past 
two years’ discussions. By April of 2010 the legislation 
was introduced and subsequently had a hearing in 
June of 2010. 

The point is this: To protect lands in this political 
climate we are subjected to long, inclusive, difficult, 
but honest discussions and processes. Good things 
are supported by good work and open processes. To 
dispose of lands and sell them to developers things 
move fast, require no public dialog, no process, use 
back-door politicking and check signing. 

We need to reframe the dialog. We are not against 
development or expansions by ski resorts; we are for 
the environment. We are for smart, environmentally 
conscious transportation alternatives that actually 
solve a problem for the public. Protecting our homes, 
our health and our environments are not partisan 

issues. Call your elected representatives; let them know 
you value these things and they need to represent our 
community’s values, not the self-serving interests of 
private corporations. The Wasatch is a small place. We 
need to share it and find a balance to preserve water 
quality and the things we value. The only way we will 
prevail in doing so is by electing representatives who 
listen to the issues, and that do not marginalize and 
polarize these issues or the public they represent. We all 
need and have the right to enjoy clean air and water and 
have access to wild places free from development.

We need your support, your activism, and your 
voice. Become a delegate to your party’s County 
Convention. 

Please get involved today and protect what unites 
us as a community!

www.saveourcanyons.org
www.facebook.com/saveourcanyons

saveourcanyons.blogspot.com

Ski Area Recreational Opportunity 
Enhancement Act of 2011

Summer Activities 
on the Ski Slopes
By John Worlock, SOC Trustee  
(These remarks were aired on KRCL’s 
Wasatch Environmental Update on November 5, 2011) 

Just this past week the president signed into 
law the Ski Area Recreational Opportunity 

Enhancement Act of 2011.  The law had passed 
through congress last month – and unanimously!  
With such bipartisan and overwhelming support, 
it might be taken to be some really excellent 
legislation.  But we have our doubts.

This Act amends the National Forest Ski Area 
Permit Act of 1986, which needed to be updated 
as it didn’t even recognize snowboarding as a 
valid activity in ski resorts operating on public, or 
National Forest, land.  But the 2011 amendment 
goes far beyond that simple correction, as its 
intent is to encourage summertime commercial 
activities, to be organized on existing ski area 
terrain.  

Motivation for the Enhancement Act of 2011 
is the expectation that summertime jobs and 
tourist visits will infuse important extra cash into 
impoverished local communities.  But estimates 
of the infusion hover in the one-to-two percent 
range, a tiny fraction of the take from the current 
ski industry.  In order to encourage the summer 
visitors, the ski resorts are potentially allowed to 

install zip-lines, rope courses, disc golf courses, 
mountain bike trails, and even mountain bike 
terrain parks.  

We believe that zip-lines and rope courses 
will add to the unfortunate visual clutter already 
provided by chair-lift installations.  And we don’t 
even want to begin thinking how the landscape 
could be disfigured by the construction of 
mountain bike terrain parks.  Try not to visualize 
Albion Basin dotted with jumps and bumps…

Forest Service ski areas are authorized to 
disallow casual visitors –those without tickets 
– on their ski slopes.  Will they similarly be 
able to forbid us a casual summer hike on the 
terrain where they have installed their so-called 
recreational enhancements?

We are not pleased with this new law.  We 
potentially pay a high price in modifications to 
our precious forests for a tiny bit of relief from the 
impact of the current economic recession. q
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Yet Another Scheme 
To “Take Back” Federal Lands

In September 2011 Rep. rob Bishop and Sen. Orrin 
Hatch introduced H.R 2852 and S. 1524 into the 112th 

Congress.  They are entitled the “Action Plan for Public 
Lands” or APPLE. The House Resolution and Senate 
bill would, if passed, authorize Western States to make 
selections of public land within their borders in lieu of 
receiving 5 percent of the proceeds of the sale of public 
land lying within States as provided by their respective 
enabling Acts.   

These measures have been characterized as 
essentially requiring the federal government to give 
away 5 percent if the unappropriated public lands in 
each western states which includes most Bureau of 
Land Management and National Forest lands and as 
an unwarranted and unmerited giveaway of assets 
owned by all Americans to a select few states.  In other 
words just another wildcat attempt by sagebrush rebels 
to grab federal lands.
Here is an analysis, provided by the Southern Utah 
Wilderness Alliance, of the persistent myths that are 
repeatedly peddled as justifications for such attempts.  
The facts cited seem to have no effect on the cowboy 
caucus folks.

Myths and Facts: APPLE - the Action Plan for 
Public Land and Education Act

Schemes such as this one to “take back” control of 
federal lands generally rely on the same tattered myths 
about public lands in the West. Let’s compare reality 
against three common myths:

Myth No. 1
 “The APPLE Act would allow Western states to select 
and take back control of 5 percent of federal public 
lands within their boundaries…”

Reality:
 There is nothing to “take back”—take, maybe, but 
not take back.  To paraphrase Utah historian Thomas 
Alexander, this sort of Sagebrush Rebel language 
ignores the fact that these federal public lands have 
always belonged to the federal government.�[2]  In Utah, 
the argument founders even further because it ignores 
the indisputable reality that the state constitution 
forever renounced all title to any federal land.�[3]  A 
deal is only a deal, apparently, until greed finds a way 
to weasel out of it.

Myth No 21

“We need more control of our lands so we can 
use them to better fund our education system.”

Reality
 This myth is mostly based on an alleged paucity 
� Alexander, Thomas G., Utah, the Right Place: The Official Cen-
tennial History (Layton, Utah: Gibbs Smith, 1996), 425. 
�  Utah Constitution art. III, Second Ordinance.

of a property tax base—that is, Utah has so much 
untaxable federal land it can’t collect enough revenue 
to fund schools. However, per capita, Utah has more 
non-federal land than most other states, about 8.8 acres 
per person. For comparison, New York has 1.6 acres of 
non-federal land per person; Massachusetts 0.8 acres, 
and Illinois 2.7 acres.  Yet all these somehow manage to 
fund education at a higher per-pupil rate than Utah. 

This statement also seems to ignore that at statehood 
the United States granted the State of Utah 5.8 million 
acres of land for the express purpose of funding 
education.  That’s over 10 percent of the state’s total 
land base, outright and free. The state has since sold or 
otherwise disposed of approximately 2.3 million acres 
of this land.  

Myth No. 3
 “We have a lot of [federal] land for which we provide 
a lot of services and for which we receive no financial 
benefit.”�[4]

Reality
In addition to welcome-to-the-union gift of nearly 
6 million acres, we Utahns also receive enormous 
subsidies for the public lands in our state, directly and 
indirectly.  First, Utah receives payments in lieu of 
taxes as compensation for the federal lands it can’t tax.  
This amounted to $34,265,151 in 2010.
     The federal government also hands over a portion 
of receipts it collects for oil, gas, and grazing activity 
that occurs on federal land in Utah.  Since the passage 
for the Mineral Leasing Act in 1920, the State of Utah 
has received $962,468,000 from mineral revenues on 
federally managed public lands.�

The federal agencies also provide thousands of the 
best-paying, most secure jobs in the state, especially in 
small towns such as Moab or Monticello.  The United 
States provides free fire control and suppression. (Do 
you know many private land owners who do that?)  
In 2006, a U.S. Forest Service audit concluded that the 
federal agency has been spending up to $1 billion a 
year in the West—as much as 95 percent of the expense 
of fighting some big fires— to protect homes and other 
structures.

And, of course, the spectacular federal lands 
themselves form the basis of a thriving tourist economy.  
Consider the economic value of Arches National Park 
for Moab, or Zion National Park for Springdale.  Or the 
value of the Wasatch National Forest which protects 
the Salt Lake City watershed, all while the United 
States picks up the tab for management.   

�  Apple advocate Utah Rep. Steve Urquart, Sept 27, 2007, Deseret 
News
�   http://www.blm.gov/ut/st/en/prog/energy/oil_and_gas/
oil_and_gas_lease/oil_and_gas_faqs.html
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Lone Peak cirque photographed during late spring. Photo by Alexis Kelner.

A Look Back at the Creation
of Lone Peak Wilderness

by Alexis Kelner, SOC co-founder, Trustee, and Perennial Editor for time and all eternity

“The great ski area Land Rush” is the sobriquet bestowed 
by some Intermountain observers to the two decades 
between the mid-1950s and mid-1960s. The Solitude 
ski area came into being late in the 1950s; it would 
become a constant thorn in the side of watershed and 
public health managers. Today known as The Canyons 
Park West Ski Area bulldozers “ripped-and-stripped” 
ridges along the mountains above Snyderville, a small 
farming community adjacent to Park City. 

By the end of 1965 the Salt Lake City Commission, 
which enjoyed extra-territorial jurisdiction over the 
nearby watersheds, became sufficiently alarmed at 
development trends in the nearby canyons that they 
requested Congress to direct purchases of the critical 
watershed and recreational lands in the Brighton and 
Alta areas.

The first major controversy in Little Cottonwood 
Canyon occurred as a result of a proposed 300 lot 
subdivision to be built on 700 acres of private land 
along a 3 ½ mile stretch of the lower canyon.  The 
project was cancelled by public acquisition of the 
property for water quality protection. 
Managers of Snowbird commenced construction of 
their first commercial building during summer, 1971. 
The following year excavation commenced on other 

buildings. One of their early advertising billboards 
showed a giant ski-wielding Gorilla straddling a ridge 
in Little Cottonwood Canyon. Later that autumn a 
group of Milwaukee businessmen proposed a $9.5 
million 1,100 bed hotel at the base of Alta’s Albion 
Basin. 

 The public was incensed over these new 
developments. The extent of their annoyance was 
reflected in a Deseret News public opinion survey 
that autumn. In responding to the question “Are you 
for or against further private development in the 
Wasatch Mountain canyons?”  No less than 59% of 
Salt Lake area respondents indicated “Against.” Only 
26% indicated a desire for further development. The 
same ratio dominated Republicans, Democrats, and 
Independents.

By the end of 1972 Snowbird was enveloped in 
controversy and with the approach of the new year 
it became beneficiary of a conflict even greater in 
scope, the “wandering” Winter Olympic Games of 
1976. When residents of Colorado, as a gesture against 
excesses of speculation, rejected public funding for the 
1976 Games the Mayor of Salt Lake City (Jake Garn) 
immediately volunteered the local Wasatch to fill the 
void.
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Snowbird’s rampaging gorilla billboard. 

The “Citizens’ Committee to Save Our Canyons,” 
was organized in Autumn, 1972 to work on preservation 
of the range’s foothills, canyons, and mountains. 
Snowbird’s gorilla now bearing a Dollar sign in place 
of the corporate logo became the group’s symbol of 
excessive canyon exploitation.

 While the percentage of Wasatch Front residents 
in favor of additional canyon development was 
decreasing during the 1970’s the ranks of those wishing 
for more permanent protection was slowly, but steadily, 
growing.
     As passage of the National Wilderness Act of 1964 
was becoming certainty, Dr. J. C. Giddings, at that time 
an Asst. Research Professor at the University of Utah, 
was first to advocate application of the newly enacted 
statute to declare portions of the Wasatch range a 
national wilderness preserve. 
    In a Summit magazine article – co-authored with 
Alexis Kelner – he extolled their unique characteristics 
and explained the need for immediate protection.
Although the wilderness concept had been well 
received by local officers of both Wasatch and Uintah 
national forests national policy dictated otherwise.  The 
proposal was shelved. It would not re-emerge until the 
early 1970s.

 Members of Save Our Canyons, the Wasatch 
Mountain Club, the Utah chapter of the Sierra Club, 
and several other outdoor recreation and conservation 
organizations took on the wilderness project during the 
early months of 1972 by producing and distributing the 
“Lone Peak Wilderness Proposal” brochure appealing 
for public support. Combined with frequent slide 
shows and formal presentations before city and county 
governments the new effort proved extraordinarily 
successful.  Within the span of a few months, it resulted 
in unanimous endorsement of the “wilderness concept” 
by the Salt Lake County Commission and a United 
States Senate bill to establish the Lone Peak Wilderness 
area sponsored by Sen. Frank E. Moss. 
    The Senator’s bill included some terrain coveted 

by Snowbird’s developers: the summit of Twin Peaks, 
(the peak which had been twice rejected by the Forest 
Service as a possible site for a second tramway), the 
Silver Fork drainage in American Fork canyon, and the 
2,000 acre White Pine gulch, adjacent to Snowbird’s 
Gad Valley.
   Snowbird officials were adamantly opposed to the 
inclusions. Their marketing director warned that 
incorporation of White Pine gulch into the wilderness 
area would “seriously hurt Snowbird’s development 
plans” and would result in the resort’s becoming “an 
uneconomic resort unit.” 
   An opposition argument was aptly articulated by 
Wayne Owens, a relatively unheard-of Democratic 
candidate for the U.S. House of Representatives:  
“Although I recognize that there are competing private 
considerations which may have merit,” Owens stated, 
“in this instance I believe that the larger acreage 
proposed …. is justified in terms of our present and 
future needs.”  Observing that “the great majority of 
acreage in the Wasatch Front is already being used for 
high-density recreational purposes,” Owens concluded 
that “the larger acreage….is merely an attempt to restore 
balance to the development of our mountains.”  
   Sen. Moss’ effort was aborted by the U.S. Dept. of 
Agriculture, whose directors stated that the area 
should first undergo “an extensive study and review” 
process.
      The Senator reintroduced his bill in the first days of the 
following congress. Similar legislation was concurrently 
initiated in the U.S. House of Representatives by Utah 
Congressman Wayne Owens. 

Representing Save Our Canyons Alexis Kelner 
testified in support of Lone Peak before a congressional 
committee in Washington, D.C., and later on other 
Wasatch wilderness areas.
Snowbird appealed for help from several special 
interest groups such as owners of condominiums, 
commercial skiing and tourism businesses, banks. 
Their appeal proved fruitful, with corporate executives 
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Snowbird’s “Gorilla 
motif” was adapted 
by Save Our Canyons 
in a widely circulated 
poster. The ape became 
known as “The Man 
to Mash Our Moun-
tains.” When it was 
rumored later that Arab 
investors were about 
to participate in the 
venture, the poster was 
appropriately modified 

voicing unequivocal support for Snowbird’s continued 
expansion and opposition to the “wilderness area of 
the elite.”
Not all Utah businessmen supported Snowbird. The 
highly conservative Deseret News urged inclusion 
of White Pine Canyon in the Wilderness:

“White Pine is the last close side canyon suitable 
for easy hiking that has not been developed for 
skiing-and which qualifies as wilderness. … There 
is already a great deal of ski development in Utah. 
But wilderness-particularly wilderness located 
next door to major population centers-is a limited 
commodity.”
With what appeared as total disregard of the 

public’s sentiment Sen. Moss weighed the many 
corporate letters against the few corporate letters 
and subsequently withdrew Twin Peaks, Silver 
Fork, and White Pine canyons from his proposed 
legislation. 

Utah’s political fortunes changed 	d r a s t i c a l l y 
during the elections of 1974 and 1976 when three 
ultra-conservative Utah Republicans assumed 
power in Congress. Suddenly the scales had tipped 
in Snowbird’s favor. 

In March, 1977 Idaho’s Sen. Frank Church 
and Arizona Rep. Morris K. Udall introduced the 
Endangered American Wilderness Act of 1977 that 
singled out critical western forest lands for statutory 
protection. Lone Peak served as flagship of the 
legislation. After a successful appeal by the local 
Sierra Club the national leadership of the Forest 
Service reversed their stand. The “Endangered 
American Wilderness Act” passed in both houses 
of Congress. Surprisingly all members of Utah’s 
delegation voted in its favor. 

In 1978, With president Jimmy Carter’s signature 
on the Endangered American Wilderness Act, the Little 
Cottonwood Canyon/Lone Peak area finally received 
the permanent protection sought for fourteen years 

by many, many concerned 
residents of the Wasatch 
Front. 
Lone Peak Wilderness was 
the first wilderness area to be 
established in Utah. 

During the last few 
years members of Save 
Our Canyons, and on their 
behalf the staff and trustees 
of the group, have worked 
ceaselessly for enlargement of 
this and adjacent wilderness 
areas. These proposed 
enlargements have the 
support of  Congressman Jim 
Matheson, who has sponsored 
a bill in Congress. Snowbird 
officials also have repeaatedly 
voiced their support.  Salt Lake 
City’s Dept. of Public Utilities, 
working to preserve the local 
Wasatch watershed, has 
supported and lobbied for the 
legislation. The Salt Lake City’s 
Watershed Management Plan, 
in fact, encourages expansion 
of the nearby wilderness areas  
to assure continued clean water 
for valley residents.

“Henpecked.” A veiled reference
to what one editorial cartoonist 
perceived as a “symbiotic relationship” 
between canyon developers and 
County government. 

Reprinted by permission 
of the Daily Utah Chronicle.
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SAVE THE DATE!
10th Annual Lone Peak Celebration

Saturday, April 21st

6pm – 10pm
Salt Lake Hardware Building

Food, drinks, live music, live and silent 
auctions, a celebration of our 40th anniversary, 

and so much more! 

All proceeds will benefit Save Our Canyons. 
More information and tickets available soon at 

www.saveourcanyons.org
Interested in sponsoring, donating, or volunteering? 

Call 801-363-7283 or email havilah@saveourcanyons.
org.


