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SkiLink Opponents Launch Campaign to 
Inform the Public of the Proposed Route 

of the Controversial Tramway.
Save Our Canyons’ Jennifer Kecor points out tramway route 

to hikers about to commence on-site visits. See page 3.  
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What Is SkiLink?

In November 2011 people were stunned by 
the announcement that the Canyons resort near 
Park City was planning to build a gondola lift 
connecting the Canyons to Solitude Mountain 
Resort in Big Cottonwood Canyon (BCC).  They 
called it SkiLink and claimed it would have the 
capacity to transport 1,000 people per hour each 
way in just 11 minutes, Talisker Mountain Inc. (a 
Canadian company and owner of Canyons) claimed 
SkiLink was a transportation program and not 
resort expansion.  They claimed it would reduce 

not impact backcountry skiers.  Private consultants 
estimated the SkiLink would produce more than 500 
new permanent jobs and could initially infuse $51 
million into the Utah economy.  

The Uproar

Response to this proposal was quick in coming.  
SkiLink is opposed by:

The U. S. Forest Service, manager of the 
federal lands which would be traversed by 
the gondola 

The mayors of Salt Lake City and Salt 
Lake County

The director of Salt Lake City 
Department of Public Utilities (responsible 
for the city’s watershed)

Peter Metcalf CEO of Black Diamond
Save Our Canyons 
Many Citizens who wrote a still 

continuing barrage of letters and articles for 
local papers 

The Salt Lake Tribune

and pointed out that the consultant companies 

ways around federal and local government 
regulations.  The gondola would cross an area 
included in the Wasatch Wilderness and Watershed 
Protection Act, now being considered by the U.S. 
congress.

To eliminate the government protections some 
Utah congressmen and senators have introduced 
legislation to remove the gondola’s right-of-way 
from the National forest and sell it to Talisker thus 
removing it from federal jurisdiction.

SkiLink Is Not Affordable and Won’t Reduce 

It will cost $96 and take approximately two 
hours to ride a total of 5 ski lifts from the Canyons 
Resort to Solitude.  To ski at Solitude it would cost 
another $68.  Who in the Salt Lake Valley, wanting 
to ski Solitude, would drive to the Canyons resort, 
spend two hours and $164 to do it?  As for reducing 

arithmetic shows that the claimed reduction of 

Business coalitions and others have touted 
SkiLink for its contribution to Utah’s economy.  
Again a little arithmetic along with readily available 
data reveals the ski industry accounts for about 

to believe but  true.  SkiLink’s estimated 75,000 
additional annual tourist visits gives something 

$3.37 million in tax revenue from SkiLink amounts 

500 imagined jobs produced by SkiLink would add 

The ski industry in Utah has been very skillful 
in keeping alive the legend that the ski industry 
is an important economic powerhouse. It clearly 
isn’t any such thing.  But, more importantly, even 

inexcusably bad move to sell public land for the 

the Wasatch environment.

Familes, Birders, Backcountry Skiers, Hikers 
and Bikers

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

Why SkiLink 
Is a Bad Idea
By Gale Dick, SOC’s President 
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Any ski resort alters the nature and quality 
of summer use of the area and there are more 
recreational visits to the Wasatch Mountains in the 
summer than in the winter.   Ski runs turn wild 
areas covered by indigenous vegetation into treeless 
hillsides often next to ski lifts.  Even though foot 
and bike trails might be developed, the area is in no 
way comparable to a hike in a natural wild area. It is 
likely that the gondola towers of SkiLink would mar 
the very popular hike to the beaver pond in Willow 
Heights.

SkiLink also would seriously affect winter 
recreation. The gondola would run both ways, giving 
skiers and boarders at the Canyons access to Solitude 
and Solitude skiers an 11 minute trip the Canyons 
Ninety-Nine 90 lift – turning backcountry ski slopes 
into lift-served resort skiing and thus, contrary to 
Talisker claims, would certainly impact backcountry 
skiers. 

This proposal overrides federal and local 
restrictions so that its most important impact would 
be the precedent set by the sale of U.S. Forest 
Service land to a private developer not subject to the 
safeguards provided to federal lands by the National 
Environmental Policy Act and the Forest Service.

Surveys have repeatedly shown that more than 

Salt Lake’s Watershed Is At Risk

SkiLink would be located on the Salt Lake City 
watershed, an area, which has been zealously 
protected by the city’s water department for a 
century. The City’s mayor has opposed SkiLink. 
And for good reason. The point here is not the mere 
presence of the SkiLink gondola.  SkiLink is just 

connect all the ski resorts in the central Wasatch.  And 
this is by far the most alarming aspect of SkiLink: 

. What will 
be the unforeseen and undesirable consequences 
of this much larger project?  This question remains 
unstudied and ignored.

Vote!

About 20 of SOC’s members and trustees contributed to 
this article.

SkiLink Opponents Conduct Public Hikes to View Proposed 
Route of the Controversial Tramway.

On August 25 members of Save Our Canyons, the Sierra Club, and the Wasatach Mountain Club 
conducted several hikes into the Willow Heights area to point out portions of the SkiLink tramway’s 
proposed route.  The highly controversial tramway is being pushed through congress---without any public 

input––by the Republican members of Utah’s congressional delegation.  Pictured in the photo is SOC’s 
Executive Director Carl Fisher, left. The lady with the pack is congressional candidate Donna McAleer. 
Representative Joel Briscoe, D-Salt Lake City is at the extreme right of photo.
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Guarding the Wasatch
By Ben McAdams

Mr. McAdams is a state senator
 from District 2.

This commentary appeared in the February 18, 2012 issue 
of the Salt Lake Tribune. It is reprinted by permission of the 
publisher.

We have all heard the comment, “I would lose 
my bearings and sense of direction without 

the Wasatch Mountains.” Indeed, these majestic, 
snow-capped giants towering 7,000 feet above our 

Lake County as they bustle about their workweek.
For me, the canyons have also been a compass 

of a different sort. As a teenager growing up in the 
shadows of the Wasatch, I frequently escaped the 
well-planned city grid to explore new trails and hike 
new peaks. In the company of friends or in solitary 
isolation, I relished weekend opportunities to lose 

During these weekend wanderings, I found my 
bearings as an individual and mapped the values and 
character that guide me today. In recent years, my 
relationship with the Wasatch brings new experiences 
as I introduce my young children to our mountain oasis. 
Instead of traversing canyons and summiting peaks, we 

colorful or interesting rocks in City Creek Canyon and 
catch grasshoppers on the Bonneville Shoreline Trail. 
Their enjoyment of the Wasatch is no less than mine, 
although I look forward to leading our future treks to 
discover White Pine Lake or to summit Mount Olympus.

We have responsibility as stewards of the Wasatch 
Canyons to protect and conserve this natural treasure, 

mountains give us and that we depend upon. When 
my children are teenagers, I want them to discover our 
backcountry, to immerse in an excursion following a 
trail around one more bend or to the next peak and to 

The Wasatch Mountains will ever serve as the primary 
navigational tool for travelers in the Salt Lake Valley. 

Whether the canyons maintain their same natural 
value for valley dwellers seeking a compass of a 
different sort depends on decisions we make today.

I oppose federal HR3452, which would result in the 
sale of federal land for the SkiLink private development 
in the Wasatch Mountains. Not only does the legislation 
violate our cooperative and protective watershed 
management approach for the Wasatch, it also violates 
the spirit of community-based decision making that 
is so valued by the residents of the Salt Lake Valley.

Through decades of public processes establishing the 
mix of uses and protections for the Wasatch, our greater 
Salt Lake community has established a delicate balance 
between preservation, public recreation and existing 
commercial uses. That balance should be respected.

I believe that any discussions must be 
transparent and collaborative and should 
engage the public in concrete and long-term 
proposals focused on preserving our sensitive 
watershed areas and pristine backcountry terrain.

© 2012 The Salt Lake Tribune

THANKS
Both Agi and Henry Plenk, long time supporters of Save Our Canyons, died within the 
last year and in their estate left a wonderfully generous gift to the organization.  They 
loved the Wasatch, skied and hiked them for years and shared their enthusiasm with 
family and friends.  They represent the kind of people whose work and lives will save this 
precious gift of nature for all of us. 
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SkiLink in a Nutshell
What is SkiLink?

The Canyons resort wants to build a gondola lift that would take skiers to Solitude.  They 

It would require the sale of OUR public land to a developer.
There has been no local public process at all.
It is opposed by the Forest Service, the mayor of Salt Lake City, the mayor of Salt Lake 
County, many outdoor retailers, the water department of Salt Lake City and most of the 
residents of Salt Lake Valley.

SkiLink is Not a Transportation Solution

SkiLink Would Be Too Expensive for Most Skiers

It would cost $96 and take approximately two hours to ride a total of 5 ski lifts from the 
Canyons to Solitude.  To ski at Solitude it would cost another $68.

claimed jobs and tax revenue from SkiLink would be a very tiny fraction of what Utahns 
need.

Not for Most People

More people enjoy the Wasatch in the summer than in the winter.  Resort skiing is 
ruinously expensive.  Picnicking, birding, hiking and biking are available to practically 
everyone. 

resorts in the Wasatch.  This would gobble up wild terrain and would damage our 
precious watershed.  Ski runs have no trees just lift towers. Independent polling by Dan 
Jones Associates shows that almost all residents of Salt Lake Valley oppose any further 
commercial development in the Wasatch. 

TO DO:  Sign a petition and/or donate at www.saveourcanyons.org.  Find documentation 
there for the statements above.  Vote in the November 6 election.
Sign the online petition on the Save Our Canyons web site.
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By Havilah Martak, SOC Director of Operations

I excuse to head into the mountains, but with the 
temperatures in the valley climbing above 90 recently, 
the cooler temperatures of the higher elevations in the 
Wasatch made it even more appealing for me to be up 
there exploring.

Recently, to escape the sweltering temperatures and 
to just get away from the city for a bit, I took a hike 
to Red Pine Lake in the Lone Peak Wilderness Area of 
the Wasatch Mountains. It’s a popular hike due to its 

but it’s not what I would consider, “easy,” even though 
some other sources list it as such. The three-mile, 
one way, journey to the top takes you through alpine 

in full bloom along the trail. The hike does contain 
some pretty steep sections, but the effort to get to the 
top is worth it when you reach the picturesque Red 
Pine Lake. The crystal blue waters of the lake mirror 

alpine scenery. It’s the perfect place to sit and enjoy a 
picnic-style lunch, which is exactly what I did.

After lunch, you can head back down. If you’re 

until you’ve really explored an area, so I decided to “go 
the extra mile” (which was, in fact, only a quarter of a 
mile), to the upper lake. The trail to the upper lake isn’t 
clearly marked and I’ll admit, I got a little lost (but that’s 
just part of the adventure, right?). If you stay to the left 
of the lake, continuing past the primitive campsites (I 
made a “Note to self” here to return with my backpack 
some day to spend a night or two), you will see a faint 

The upper lake (or, lakes, more accurately), are nowhere 
near the size of the lower one and nowhere near as 

picturesque, but still worth the extra effort. The view 
from the top, looking back down on the lower Red Pine 
Lake is incredible. From there, if you’re looking for 
even more adventure, you can continue on to summit 
Pfeifferhorn (at 11,326 feet).  That, however, was where 
I drew the line. I was up for a challenge that day, but 
not that much of a challenge.  So, after a great hike and 
some quality time in the Wasatch, I headed back down 
and made my way back home. 

I feel it’s important to note here that on my way 
back down, I saw some other visitors swimming in 
the lake. Red Pine Lake is located within the protected 
watershed area of Little Cottonwood Canyons and as 
such…

*** SWIMMING IS NOT ALLOWED IN RED 
PINE LAKE! ***

* Salt Lake City - County Health Regulation #14 
(watersheds) is authorized by Utah Code Annotated 

26-24-20.*

 The White Pine Trailhead is located 
5 1/2 miles up Little Cottonwood Canyon from the 
Y-Junction (at the mouth of the canyon, near the big 

Ski Resort on the south side of the road.  The Trailhead 
is signed with paved parking, and a vault toilet. This 
trailhead also leads to White Pine and Maybird Gulch. 
You will come to a sign and a fork that will lead you to 
White Pine (sharp left) or Red Pine (continues straight).

I highly recommend this hike. Keep in mind, too, that 
this is a great trail for snowshoeing in the winter as well! 
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Gov. Herbert’s Public Lands Policies:
A Road to Nowhere

By Heidi McIntosh
(associate director of the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance)

Heidi McIntosh

May 19, 2012 and is reprinted here by permission of 
the publisher.

Lately, Gov. Gary Herbert’s administration 
has taken to the media to 
try to justify its plan to 

drain millions of taxpayer dollars 
in a pair of long-shot litigation 
gambles to seize federal public 
lands and to crisscross remote 
wilderness areas with thousands 
of primitive trails they refer to as 
“roads.”

But you know you’ve gone 
too far when even Arizona 
won’t follow your lead. The 
conservative Republican governor 
of Arizona, Jan Brewer, just 
vetoed a bill similar to Utah’s 
federal land grab statute. Brewer 
acknowledged that the bill 
violates the U.S. Constitution; she 
also worried that transferring 23 
million acres of federal land to 
state control would unnecessarily 
stress both the state’s land 
management abilities and its 
budget.

Arizona’s not the only state to take a pass. 
At Herbert’s recent summit, only two other 
governors showed up, and none took up Utah’s 
land grab battle.

Why is our governor out alone on this wild 
goose chase? Is he unaware that the federal 
Bureau of Land Management alone spends 
$150 million to manage public lands in Utah, 
while Utah can’t even manage to fully fund its 
$12 million state parks budget? Does Herbert 
understand that the tourism economy, so 
dependent on the spectacular scenery of our 
federal lands, brings in $6 billion annually to the 
state?

Perhaps not.
In addition to seizing federal land the state 

is about to spend countless millions of our tax 
dollars in an effort to wrest title to 12,000 miles of 
“roads,” mostly a tangle of tracks in the middle 
of Utah’s vast deserts and spectacular canyon 
country, from the federal government.

But what will these courtroom battles get us? 
Not real roads, just a warped satisfaction for 

some at having tilted at the federal windmill and 
attacked the ideal of wilderness protection. And a 
huge bill.

Here’s why it’s doesn’t make sense:
There is no controversy over about 2,000 of 

the routes in the litigation. No 
one has tried to close them or 
interfere with their use, and often 
the counties grade them to ensure 
public safety. Taxpayer money 
to litigate these claims is wasted, 
unless your goal is simply to pick 

Also, about 10,000 of the 
routes have not been graded 
or constructed, and Utah 
Department of Transportation 
doesn’t even track them. They 
have no engineering plans, 

analysis. Many are abandoned 
seismic lines, trails pioneered by 
anonymous prospectors or other 
explorers, and old livestock trails.

Many fade away into 
the desert with no apparent 
destination. They may only 
see a handful of drivers a year, 
sometimes none. They are simply 

not roads in the way we normally think of them. 
But if established, they would threaten wildlife 
habitat and introduce engine noise and scars 
where natural quiet and beauty once reigned, 
irreparably damaging national parks and 
wilderness areas.

But don’t take our word for it, or the word of 
Utah politicians. Look at some of these so-called 

claims. Look especially at Salt Creek, the subject 
of an eight-year lawsuit in which the state argued 
unsuccessfully that a wash bed in Canyonlands 
National Park was really a “highway.” That case 
cost Utahns over $1 million in attorneys’ fees and 
it’s not over yet.

A million dollars on one route. And now the 
governor wants to litigate 12,000 routes.

Apparently the governor thinks that 
courtroom battles over primitive roads to 
nowhere and long-settled federal ownership of 
public lands for all of us — not just developers 
— are a good idea. He couldn’t be more wrong. 
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Members of the Wasatch Mountain Club and the Cardiff Canyon Owners Association roasted hamburgers instead of each 

other during their first, and hopefully not their last, Kumbayah moment in Cardiff Fork.  Photo by Alexis Kelner.

Cardiff Canyon Owners Association 
and Wasatch Mountain Club Barabecue

By Will McCarvill, Conservation Director, Wasatch Mountain Club

The Cardiff Canyon Owners Association (CCOA) 
and the Forest Service entered into an agreement 

whereby the owners of private inholdings in Cardiff 
Fork received a Special Use Permit to drive on the old 
road on Forest Service land. In return, the Forest Service 
and the public can travel over that part of the old road 
that crossed private property. This 3 year agreement can 
be extended an additional 7 years if all parties follow 
the letter of the agreement. The public has to stay on 
the old road and cannot trespass on adjacent private 
property. Winter access through private land is also 
permitted for snowshoeing and skiing. This agreement 
has opened up Cardiff Fork for our members. Access 
goes all the way up to Pole Line Pass.

Will McCarvill was interviewed by a Salt Lake Tribune 
reporter and was quoted as saying the agreement 
was “astounding” considering the past problems and 

a BBQ June 30th on private property up Cardiff Fork. 
Attendees from the club included directors, trustees, 
coordinators and members with a special interest in 
Cardiff like Charles Keller and Alexis Kelner. Attendees 
from CCOA include their President Wayne Crawford 
and a number of land owners in Cardiff as well as 
upper Big Cottonwood Canyon.

The purpose of the WMC participation was to thank 
the CCOA for negotiating a settlement with the Forest 
Service that also allowed the public access to Cardiff 

members of the CCOA in person to establish contacts 
that may be useful when any issues result from the 
public use of Cardiff. The club will be providing 
additional information to members and activity 
organizers to guide travel in Cardiff. 
Names of Individuals in Photo:

1. Robert Turner - WMC
2. Donnie Benson - WMC
3. Alexis Kelner - WMC
4. Steve Duncan - WMC
5. Unknown
6. Cyle Buxton
7. Unknown
8. John Anderson
9. Kevin Tolton
10. Bob Myers - WMC
11. Wayne Crawford
12. David Andrenyak - WMC
13. Will McCarvill - WMC
14. Brett Smith - WMC
15. Charles Keller - WMC
16. Unknown
17. Dave Robinson
18. Woody Noxon
19. Knick Knickerbocker - WMC
20. Verl Buxton
21. Unknown
22. Unknown
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What 
We’re Facing 

Right Now
By Carl Fisher, 

(Executive Director Save Our Canyons)

What isn’t going on in the Wasatch right now? For 

designating 26,000 acres of the Wasatch as Wilderness 
with Salt Lake City, Salt Lake County, and Rep. Jim 
Matheson. The other four members of Utah’s federal 
delegation have introduced legislation to sell parts of 
that wilderness bill to Talisker, owner of the Canyons 
Resort (and apparently much of the Wasatch Back in 
Summit county inclusive of Park City Mountain Resort).
We have been working on a mountain transportation 
plan with Salt Lake County for the past 9 months 
looking at different means of moving people about the 
Wasatch Range. We fought off a rollercoaster on the 
slopes of Mt. Superior resulting in Save Our Canyons 
securing a seat on a Blue Ribbon Commission looking 
at revising the FCOZ ordinance that governs private 
land development in our canyons and watersheds. 
We have participated in the Wasatch Water Legacy 
partnership looking at priorities to improve inter-

watershed health. We participated and raised public 
awareness of participation in the Wasatch Canyons 
Tomorrow visioning process. With so much going on, 
the Wasatch is poised to become a very different place 
and it is certainly worrisome hearing about all the 
projects resorts and developers are proposing. 

What is amazing though is how much passion the 
general public has for the Wasatch Range. A few weeks 
back, we attended a public open house regarding 
Salt Lake County’s Master Plan revisions for Big 
Cottonwood, Little Cottonwood and Parleys Canyons. 
A crowd of concerned citizens echoed sentiments from 
the numerous public processes that have taken place 
over the past 5 years to a county which seemed shocked 
to hear the sentiments. Sure, a few of the comments were 
misdirected at planning staff, but the general message 
and sentiment should not be lost on the county. And 
they should feel the heat! It almost seems as if county 

leaders are going to keep asking the same questions in 
different ways until they can attempt to successfully 
dupe the public into saying they want more development 
in the canyons. Keep up the good work and hold their 

So what next? We’ve participated in all these 
processes, gathered all this information, what are 
they/we going to do with it all? Well, Talisker used 
the Wasatch Canyons Tomorrow report to help justify 
ski area expansion to our governor and the Utah 
congressional delegation (minus Rep. Matheson). 
Ski resorts have seats at the table steering the Master 
Planning process, minus any counter balance from 
environmental groups. Then it seems everyone from 
property owners in Cardiff Fork to ski resorts to 
Sandy City all have their own pet “transportation” 
(aka interconnect) projects that they are trying to gain 
traction on, and quick.  This is a horrible way to plan for 
our future and will only lead to the rapid deterioration 
of the Wasatch as we know it today. 

We have one shot to do things right. And the 
business interests who see dollar signs at the end of a 
project want to make sure they funnel them into their 
pockets, not their competitors’. SkiLink is the example 
there, as the Canyons Resort and Solitude want to make 
sure they are not left out of the interconnect discussion 
and identify themselves as pivotal to the nonsensical 
notion of skiing 2-7 resorts in one day. Canyons and 
Solitude want to make certain to see that this happens, 

trolls collecting tolls to cross the bridge, so to speak. 
Halt the bulldozers. Last month, news broke that 

Mayor Ralph Becker has a plan, and that he has been 
working in Washington DC to try and get the many 
stakeholders (about 40) to sit around a table and 
hash out the future of the Wasatch. As mentioned 
above, many discussions on topics from Wilderness to 
transportation to land use planning have been taking 



www.saveourcanyons.org           
                                                         

10  Save Our Canyons,  September, 2012

place since at least 2008. Part of the issue is that while 
we are all good at coming together and discussing, we 
are short on action. Wilderness for example, followed 
the process required by our congressional delegation, 
convened a vast stakeholder process, we garnered local 
political support, held open houses, and introduced 
legislation. Still, congress holds the legislation hostage 
and decides to instead forward legislation like SkiLink, 
without subjecting it to the same high standard.

Mayor Becker’s plan rolls all the projects, the 
information gathered and discussions held into 
one forum. Because of the patchwork of ownership 
and public lands involved, not to mention if any 
transportation initiative is to be sought, the US Dept. of 
Transportation must be involved and projects require 
multiple levels of NEPA analysis. 

Some might say, “Great, wrap all these half-cocked 
development schemes in a process and hope they 
never see the light of day.” Problem for conservation 
advocates is that Wilderness protection gets caught up 
in the net too. And meanwhile, projects are still coming 

slowly etching away at the wildness and beauty of our 
Wasatch Range. 

What we have learned thus far from all these 
processes is that the public at large (up in the 90th 
percentile) wants to protect the Wasatch, wants less 
development and no ski area expansion outside of 
existing boundaries. Ski resorts and developers want 
more terrain, improved transportation, more activities, 

and more warm beds in their condos and hotels. It 
seems everyone wants improved transportation, but 
one thing we have learned throughout the process is 
something we’ve known since the last go round of 
interconnect discussions; there is no way to provide 
enough parking at the mouths of the canyons to 
accommodate the intensity of use on any given day. 
Canyon transportation issues are actually a valley 
transportation issues. Today our choices in the Salt Lake 
Valley are to get in our cars and get to our destination 
in 30 minutes, or jump on transit and be there in 2.5 
hours, and only the last .5 of that journey is getting up 
the canyon. 

our valley issues and broaden the scope of our studies. 
And they are being worked on, but it is going to be 
a while until we have the infrastructure in the valley. 
While it is attractive to try to work towards canyon 
issues, they are merely the tip of the iceberg. 

All problems originate in the valley and ignoring 
them and focusing on our canyon transportation issues 

the population.  A true interconnect, and an interconnect 
we support, is one that connects our valleys with our 
canyons, people with nature, and all with the ultimate 
goal of protecting water and irreplaceable natural 
resources. That’s what we are striving for and we need 
your support ideas and help to accomplish it.  

Resorts Racing to the Top
By Jonathan Schechter. 

(from his “Corpus Callosum” column in Jackson Hole’s
News&Guide–April 4, 2012.)  Reprinted by permission of the author.

NOTE: Although written about Jackson Hole, this article is 
spot-on for the Wasatch. -- the editors.

Two weeks ago, I gave a talk in Park City.  While 
there, I had several conversations with people 

knowledgeable about trends in the resort industry.  
Today I’d like to juxtapose some things I learned with 
a couple of items from last week’s News&Guide:

The Chamber of Commerce’s attempt to have 
Jackson Hole recognized as a world-class sustainable 
tourist community and local tourism promoters’ 
stepped-up efforts to attract foreign visitors.

Perhaps the most interesting tidbit I picked up in 
Park City was the fact that, over the last few years, 
thousands of new luxury lodging rooms have opened 
in western US resorts.  Some of these are hotel rooms; 
others are hotel-based condo units which double as 
short-term rentals.

These rooms were developed because, many years 

in luxury hotels.  Because a lot of people saw the 

opening at the same time though, by the time the 
development process played itself out, the region had 
seen an estimated doubling of luxury lodging rooms.  
As a further result, there’s now arguably a glut of such 
rooms – not necessarily at any one resort, but certainly 
industry-wide.

Why did so many resorts want to develop high-end 
units?  The answer stems from the most fundamental 
fact facing the ski industry:  The number of skiers and 

the number of skier days has been stagnant, growing 
at a compounded annual rate of under one percent.  
(p. 11) Especially in capital-intensive industries such 
as skiing, such slow growth is unacceptable.  So how 
could ski areas grow revenues faster than skier days?  
There are basically three options.

1. Consolidate.  Hence the disappearance of 
mom and pop ski areas, and the emergence a few 
dominant players owning many resorts (e.g. Vail)

2. Steal from competitors.  Hence marketing 
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gimmicks like this winter’s portable billboard in 
Colorado, urging skiers to come to Jackson Hole.

3. Extract more money from each skier.

The ski industry’s primary focus has been option 
#3, and the result has been a “race to the top” between 
major ski areas.  Resort operators are smart business 
people, and long ago they realized the only way to 

Sutton’s advice and go where the money was.  This 
meant focusing on high-end skiers; charging them 
high-end prices for not just lift tickets, but the entire 
“vacation experience” of lodging, dining, shopping, 
spas, instruction, and any other service they might 
desire.

The result has been an arms race of sorts, with 
resorts doing all they can to attract the well-to-do.  In 
practice, this has meant resort A has countered resort 
B’s new high-speed lift with one of its own, while 
resorts C and D duke it out with new hotels or base 
village complexes or what have you.

Ultimately this has led to all major ski resorts 
adding the same basic amenities and, in so doing, 
coming to resemble one another.  And while building 
such amenities was clearly the right business tactic for 
any one resort, when combined with the recession, 
the result of all these individual actions has been a 
collective problem:  industry-wide, there are now too 
many high-end amenities for the number of high-end 
skiers.

What to do?  Two solutions suggest themselves.  
One is for ski areas to emphasize summer activities, 
which resorts around the country are doing in spades.  
Jackson Hole obviously has a huge leg up in this arena, 
for no other American ski resort abuts a national 
park.

The other solution is to lure high-end tourists – 
whether summer or winter – from other countries.

Hence the efforts to attract more foreign tourists to 
Jackson Hole.  According to last week’s News&Guide, 
local tourism advocates are aggressively stepping up 
their foreign outreach efforts, aided by funding from 
the Jackson Hole Travel and Tourism Board.

What the article didn’t mention, though, is that this 
strategy is such a no-brainer 
that other communities are 
making similar efforts, the 
latest twist in the “road to the 
top” competition between 
resorts.

The article also didn’t 
mention that such efforts 
– whether by Jackson Hole 
or other premier resorts – are 
pretty much a necessity at 
this point.  The reason is 
basic economics.  Because 
the “race to the top”, resorts 
need to lure in lots and lots of 
well-heeled visitors.

A generation or two ago, it 

simply bring in as many tourists as possible, without 
regard to how much they spent.  Today though, 
there is so much  high-end infrastructure baked into 
premier resorts’ balance sheets that the only way their 
investments can pencil out is if they bring in not just a 
large number of tourists, but a large number of  high-
end tourists.  People of lesser means are welcome of 
course, but the ones who matter are those of greater 
means.  

Which leads us to the Chamber’s efforts to have 
Jackson Hole designated as one of the world’s leading 
sustainable tourism communities.

One of the more enlightening conversations I’ve 
ever had about tourism marketing was with a friend 
from New York who wanted to bring his family to 
Yellowstone.  In so many words, he said, “Which 
gateway town should I come into?  They all look pretty 
much the same to me.”

That comment captures the essential challenge 
facing resorts throughout the Rockies:  From thousands 
of miles away, every ski area looks pretty much the 
same.  Ditto every national park gateway community.

In such an environment, how can Jackson Hole 
meaningfully distinguish itself from any other place?  
We’ve tried the high-end amenity route, but between a 
limited supply of high-end customers and the fact that 
high-end amenities can easily be replicated elsewhere, 
that strategy has essentially run its course.

So onto the next thing.  In our case, it would be 
great if Jackson Hole does become one of the world’s 

will give us a distinction other resorts won’t be able to 
replicate for a while.

But let’s not deceive ourselves - replicate it they 
will.  Regardless of the bleatings of climate change 
deniers and “drill baby drillers” and everyone else 

such anti-environmentalists are on the wrong side of 
science: social, natural, and physical.  This is because 
they can’t deny or wish away a fundamental fact:  
There are 7 billion people on earth who are consuming 
ever-increasing amounts of resources.  As a result, 
it’s inevitable that, with or without government 

action, a combination of 
environmental realities 
and market forces will 
force communities to 
become increasingly 
sustainable.  And well 
before that happens, 
Jackson Hole will have 
lost its status as one of a 
handful of “sustainable 
resort communities”, for 
every other resort will 
have been forced to do 
the same.  Such are the 
dynamics of “race to the 
top.”

In that context, the 
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only meaningful distinction Jackson Hole can ever 
hope to maintain is the quality of our natural world:  
our landscapes, vistas and, most critically, wildlife.  Put 
bluntly, Jackson Hole’s environment is its economy, for 
our economy can never be healthier than the land, air, 
water, and habitats which surround us.

As technology improves and it becomes ever-easier 
for one place to replicate another, the environment will 
prove to be the only quality Jackson Hole possesses 
which no other place can replicate.  And if we can avoid 

screwing it up, the environment will provide us with 
not just a meaningful competitive advantage today, but 
one which will become increasingly important over 
time.  This is Jackson Hole’s foundational economic 
reality, and it’s one we ignore – or even take for granted 
– at our peril. 

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly
  Sagebrush Rebels are riding high in Utah these 

days demanding that the US government “return” to 
the state of Utah federal lands administered by the 
US Forest Service, the BLM and others.  Our curiosity 
was aroused when we recently learned that such land 
transfers have been taking place in New Zealand.  
    Email exchanges with friends in New Zealand brought 

over NZ and facing opposition from the native Maoris, 
a treaty between the Brits and various Maori leaders 
was signed, the Treaty of Waitangi.  It established a 
British Governor of New Zealand, recognized Maori 
ownership of their lands and other properties, and 
gave the Maori the rights of British subjects.  The treaty 
was apparently largely ignored until 1975 when the NZ 
government decided to honor its obligations and began 

the Maoris, the original owners.  This is certainly a far 
cry from the claims made by the Sagebrushers, who are 
by no stretch of the imagination, or of the documents 
establishing Utah statehood, the original owners.  

GOOD?  At least better.   In May of this year Salt Lake 
County planners approved Snowbird’s mountain 
coaster with a new alignment near the Peruvian 
Express chairlift instead of the very unpopular original 
placement on the lower face of Mount Superior on the 
north side of the road up Little Cottonwood Canyon.  
This original alignment was appealed by Save Our 
Canyons to the County’s Board of Adjustment which 
voted unanimously to overturn the County Council’s 
approval of that placement. “We credit ourselves for 
that,” Save Our Canyons Executive Director Carl Fisher 
said of the new alignment. “That’s the purpose of these 

types of uses.”  While he likes the new alignment much 

Planning Commission is wrong in deciding a coaster is 
consistent with the Wasatch Canyons Master Plan.

On May 8 of this year Interior Secretary 
Ken Salazar dedicated two new conservation areas in 
Southern Utah.  Salazar and Utah BLM director Bob 
Abbey welcomed the Red Cliffs and Beaver Dam areas, 

Secretary of Interior Ken Salazar speaks  
at the dedication of two new conservation

areas in Southern Utah.
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which were created in the Washington County Lands Bill 
of 2009.  Of course Senators Orrin Hatch and Mike Lee 
decried the creation of these protections as unwanted 
and economically damaging.  The process that led to 
the creation and passage of the 2009 legislation was led 
by then Senator Bennett and current Representative 
Matheson.  The pattern set by those negotiations was 
used in developing Matheson’s Wasatch Wilderness 
and Watershed Protection Act presently before 
congress.  Protection of the natural beauty of Utah is 
essential to maintaining the preeminent place the state 
enjoys in national and global tourism.
 

Utah Counties get $36 million of US federal 
funds in the payment-in-lieu-of-taxes (PILT) program 
that reimburses the state for federal lands not taxed by 
state government.  That’s not even the half of it.  Read 
Heidi McIntosh’s article on page 7 of this newsletter.

A bullet dodged for the moment!  Salt Lake 
City won’t be able to prepare a bid for another Winter 
Olympics until it’s time to try for the 2026 games.  
Hosting the Olympics is exciting and “puts Utah on 
the map” and all that but it has its hazards for the 
hosts.  City priorities are more or less commandeered 
for a decade. Also there is always the possibility of 
outrageous maneuvers like the congressional end-
run managed by the Salt Lake Organizing Committee 
and Utah’s Congressional delegation that forced the 
Forest Service to give Snowbasin some 1300 acres of 
Ogden watershed lands in a trade.  Utah’s senators 
and congressmen  falsely claimed that the games 
couldn’t be staged without Snowbasin owning these 
lands.  They were never used during the games and 
are now available for upscale resort development.

Yellowstone National Park has 
drafted plans, yet again, to control motorized winter 
access to the park.  The ongoing struggle between 
machines and human powered recreation will surely 
be with us for a long time to come as it has been 
in the past.  There was a time when thousands of 
snowmobiles, mostly from West Yellowstone made 

their noisy, stinky way past bison to Old Faithful 
and other destinations.  The Clinton administration 
stopped this by banning snowmobiles there.  The 
George W. Bush administration reversed the ban. (Are 
you surprised?).  Now we have a new draft plan from 
the park supervisor.  It’s complicated.  It would admit 
mostly guided snowmobiles based on “transportation 
events’ rather than individuals.  Groups averaging 
7 snowmobiles and not exceeding 10 would equal 
one event, as would each snowcoach, with up to 110 

restrictions would be phased in over the next 5 years.  
But the long and short of it would be more not fewer 
motorized visits than at present.  The old collision 
between commerce and solitude continues. 

 The ugly fact is that the winter of 2011 – 2012 
was one of worrisomely little snow in the Wasatch.  
Here is a spooky pair of pictures taken of a shed near 
Twin Lakes at Brighton.  Look at the top picture with 

snow up to the eaves on 5/31/11 and no snow at all 
on 5/31/12.  One season doesn’t prove anything but 
this contrast does set one thinking about the future of 
skiing in the Wasatch in an era of climate change. 
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is a picture of a rollercoaster at Glenwood Springs, 
Colorado.  As you revise the county ordinances 
governing development in the Wasatch remember that 
an overwhelming majority of Salt Lake Valley residents 
don’t want any such monstrosities in our mountains.

  Lack of abundant snow in the Wasatch leaves 
them dry as a tinderbox.  They can easily be set ablaze 
by carelessness or arson.  At right is Lone Peak looking 
as if it were erupting during one of this summer’s many 

along the shoulder of Box Elder Peak. The lower photo 
shows the burned mountainside east of Alpine. 
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BOOK REVIEW
By Gale Dick

Utah’s Wasatch Range:
Four Season Refuge
25 years of Photographs
by Howie Garber

You will want to have this book and you will 
want to give it to friends and family.  It is 

gorgeous with beautifully printed photographs 
that Howie Garber has taken of the Wasatch 
Mountains over the years and through the seasons.  
There are great scenic panoramas, wildlife and 

country, vast views from afar and exquisite close 
ups. Seized moments, such as new fallen snow 
on a forest, abound.  It is clearly a labor of love 
and a wonderful present-day artistic companion 
to Painters of the Wasatch Mountains by Robert S. 
Olpin, Ann W. Orton and Thomas F. Rugh (Gibbs 
Smith 2005)

display of photographs.  Part of the subtitle 
is  “With Essays from Visionaries Inspired by 
These Mountains”.  These essays come from a 
wide variety of writers, scientists, activists, land 
managers and others with intimate knowledge 
of our home mountains.  Here is the alphabetical 
list of authors: Brad Barber, Peggy Battin, Mayor 
Ralph Becker, Sarah Bennett, Jen Clancy, Joan 
Degiorgio, Gale Dick, Carl Fisher, Zach Frankel, 
Brooke Hopkins, Allison Jones, Alexis Kelner, Rep 
.Jim Matheson, Andrew McLean, Peter Metcalf, 
Denny Montgomery, Jeff Niermeyer, Bill Parry, 
Rick Reese, Jim Steenburgh, Tom Wharton and 
Brooke Williams.  These 23 contributors come 
to the reader with many different messages but 
they share a common and palpable passion for 
the Wasatch and their contribution to the health, 
vitality, splendor and spiritual depth they provide 
to the people who live nearby or travel to visit them.  
They offer a multifaceted Wasatch rhapsody.

A few highlights: As you read his article, Bill 
Parry will tell of the 1.9 billion years of geological 
activity that created the range and Jim Steenburgh 
will explain why we have “The Greatest Snow on 
Earth™” and what it is.  The onslaught of suburbia 
on the Wasatch and the dwindling access to them 
becomes vivid in Sarah Bennett’s account.  You 
will probably be astonished to read in Allison 
Jones’ essay that there are 250 animal species that 

will give you a connoisseur’s appreciation of the 

Wasatch from a global perspective.  Steve Trimble 
and Rick Reese tell of the great accomplishment 
leading to the creation of Bonneville Shoreline Trail 
and a reverie of the trail through the seasons.  Jeff 
Niermeyer will remind you of the heroic century-
long preservation of our Wasatch watershed by Salt 
Lake City’s Department of Public Utilities. Alexis 
Kelner describes the long and tortuous process 
that ended with Congressional establishment of 

wilderness area.  
A major theme of the essays is the growth of 

activist groups working hard to preserve what 
we have.  Among them are Save Our Canyons, 
Emigration Canyons Trails Coalition, Friends of 
Alta, the Bonneville Shoreline Trail Committee, 
Wild Utah Project, and Salt Lake County Open 
Space Trust Fund.  The Outdoor Industry Alliance 
has played an outstanding role.  The work of all of 
these gets a good deal discussion in the collected 
essays.

Howie Garber’s book is a major contribution 
to the discussion of the daunting challenges that 
the wildness and beauty of the Wasatch face now 
and in the years to come as the population of the 
Wasatch Front and Back grow and the ski industry 
continues its never ending push to expand and 
take over the entire central part of the range.  In its 
sheer beauty is dramatizes what is at stake in these 
coming struggles.

The book can be preordered at:
http://www.wanderlustimages.com/

and you can examine it at:
http://utahswasatchrangehowiegarberphotograpy.

com/bookpreview/book.html
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