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Zoning Laws Guarantee  
the Purity of our  

Water Supply
By Jamie Pleune, SOC Trustee

It should have still been winter, but I pulled my 
flip flops out of the closet to walk to my car.  
Outside, the warm air seductively pulled at the 
neck of my zippered sweatshirt, urging more 

exposure as I started to drive toward the mountains, 
determined to ski despite the unseasonal warmth.  At 
the top of Little Cottonwood, temperatures retained 
the formality of frost, but flirtatiously promised 
more.  Though the sun had not yet crested the ridge, 
its rays had begun to peak through Twin Lakes Pass.  
Every place the sun touched, the temperature of the 
air quickly blushed beyond 32° F.  Climbing up Pole 
Pass, the snow crunched beneath my skis crunched 
loudly, revealing that yesterday, it too, had yielded 
to the sun’s persuasive invitations.  Despite these 
hints of premature spring conditions, I retained hope 
that the water on the north side of the ridge had not 
yet been charmed into abandoning winter’s feathery 
attire.  I reached Cardiff Pass and looked down into 
Big Cottonwood.  Cardiff Bowl stared back defiant and 
uninviting, unseasonably dressed in the straight laced 
uniform of an ice sheet.  I decided to wait and watch 
the sun’s courtship. 
 
I settled into a rocky perch near Toledo Chute.  From 
my vantage point, I could look down onto Snowbird 
and Alta.  To my right, Mount Superior rose up, 
majestic and familiar.  I felt, rather than saw, the 
mountains beyond Superior descend, giving way to 
our crowded valley. 
 
A sparkle on my leg caught my attention.  The small 
ice crystals clinging to my snow pants when I sat down 
had succumbed to the sun’s temptations and discarded 
their crystalline individuality.  Freshly mobile, the 
little water droplets immediately responded to gravity.  
They rolled down the creases in my snow pants, until 
they met the first of many barriers between them 
and the sea.  There, they united into a bigger water 
droplet and restlessly sought an exit route from the 
large wrinkle near my thigh.  As I watched this restless 
button of water seek a path to freedom, I wondered at 
its impatience.   

Then, I looked 
at the snowpack 
around me 
and realized 
that the same 
transformation 
was about to 
take place with all of the water seasonally suspended 
on the mountain ridges around me.  Over the course of 
the next few months, the snowpack around me would 
respond to the sun’s entreaties, abandon the strictures 
of winter, and set off restlessly in an effort to find 
the sea.  Along the way, the water would encounter 
unexpected barriers and diversions. 

At the base of base of Big Cottonwood Canyon sits 
an unobtrusive water treatment plant that is smaller 
than many of the houses built along the Wasatch 
Front. Water hurrying down Big Cottonwood Creek 
flows directly into the treatment plant, then into Salt 
Lake City’s water supply.  Similarly, water dashing 
jubilantly down Little Cottonwood Canyon finds itself 
waylaid in a municipal water treatment plant and 
diverted to kitchen sinks, shower heads, and drinking 
fountains.  It only takes about 24 hours for a droplet of 
water to travel from Big Cottonwood Creek, through 
the small  treatment plant, and into a water faucet in 
the Salt Lake City.  In other words, it is conceivable 
that one of the molecules of water in that restless little 
button of water on my snow pants could have found 
itself flowing through my sink faucet twenty four 
hours later. 

This kind of intimacy with our drinking water supply  
viscerally brings issues related to the management 
of the Wasatch into our kitchens and bathrooms.  
Construction projects, recreation, and transportation in 
the canyons affect the cleanliness of our water. Imagine 
large parking lots after a heavy rain.  Accumulated 
oil, gas, dirt, and garbage become liberated by 
the unexpected influx of water.  Freshly mobile, 
these uninvited guests join the water droplets and 
accompany them into rivers, which feed into the water 
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treatment plants.  Obviously, too many uninvited 
pollutants threaten the cleanliness of our water supply.  
Perhaps not so obviously, dirt—even clean dirt—can 
be one of the worst offenders.  

The water treatment centers collecting water at the 
base of the Cottonwood Canyons are simple, and 
somewhat fragile.  They were built to treat water 
that had already been naturally filtered during its 
journey down the mountain.  As the water droplets 
hurry through rivulets, stall out in puddles, join small 
streams and rush through gullies, the vegetation along 
the sides of these small pathways trap or impede 
the progress of the uninvited guests.  Oil finds itself 
waylaid by small clumps of vegetation.  Dirt falls out 
of suspension where a small rivulet eddies or pools 
due to an anomaly in the landscape.  Garbage finds 
itself caught in a submerged tree branch.  

Our municipal water supply cannot function reliably 
without this natural filtration system.  Even small 
breaches in the natural system, like a construction site 
that violates its stream setback requirements or ignores 
the storm water permit provisions, reveal themselves 
within hours at the water treatment plant.  Because too 
much sediment in the water supply clogs the water 
filtration system, plant managers must divert water 
past the treatment system until the anomaly clears up.  
That is why zoning ordinances, building permits, other 
development projects in the Cottonwood Canyons are 
issues that affect the entire Salt Lake Valley.  

Over the past several years, we have managed to 
expand recreational development in the Canyons 
without compromising the quality and reliability of 
our water supply.  That balance has been struck by 
adhering to the limitations of the natural system.  
Stream setbacks ensure the continued viability of 
vegetation along the river’s course.  Building permits 
and zoning ordinances that restrict construction on 
slopes exceeding a 30% grade recognize erosion’s 
insidious and destructive consequences.  Far from 
overreaching, these ordinances ensure that the water 
droplets suspended in our mountains maintain their 
purity as they journey down the canyon, through the 
water treatment center, into our kitchen sink, and onto 
the dining room table. 
 
The following pages contain several articles about 
SOC’s latest work to ensure continued viability of our 
precious mountain resources.  Don’t be deterred by 
bland labels like FCOZ, Extra Territorial Jurisdiction, 
or Mountainous Planning Districts.  These arcane 
labels refer to effective legal structures that have been 
configured to act as a filtration system, impeding the 
progress of bad ideas that threaten the resilience of the 

Salt Lake County  
Master Plans and  

Zoning Ordinances 

In this issue of the Save Our Canyons 
Newsletter, you may find several articles 
relating our relationship with the Salt 
Lake County Council on the subject of 
controlling unwanted development in 
the Central Wasatch.

~  Tom Berggren sketches the origins of 
Master Planning for the Canyons.

~  Jamie Pleune muses about the Can-
yons’ Watershed and ends up grateful for 
the zoning ordinances that help protect it.

~  Jim Bradley shares his letter to his 
County Council colleagues on the need 
for strong zoning in the Canyons, writ-
ten as they were preparing to discuss 
the zoning ordinances called FCOZ and 
MRZ.

~  Rob DeBirk brings us up to date on 
the County’s latest (and somewhat dis-
appointing) versions of the ordinances 
called FCOZ  (Foothills and Canyons 
Overlay Zone) and MRZ (Mountain  
Resort Zone).

natural systems we cherish in the Canyons.  A small 
breach in this legal filtration system can have specific, 
visceral, and long lasting consequences.  We have also 
included requests for action, like attending a County 
Council meeting in support of these zoning ordinances.  
These actions seem small, perhaps inconsequential, 
but even small acts of devotion have an effect.  We will 
not stop working to ensure that structural protections 
continue to protect the majestic source of water ringing 
our valley.   ~~~
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The Wasatch Mountains are many different 
things to many different people. To some 
they’re a majestic backdrop to the city. 
To others they hold the allure of powder 

snow, dawn patrols, granite cliffs and spring time 
climbs, July wildflowers in Albion Basin and 
chance unforgettable encounters with elk and 
moose, pika and eagles. To a fortunate few these 
mountains are home, a place where the family 
cabin is synonymous with family memories 
and reunions. And to millions of others these 
mountains are a place for recreation and respite; 
somewhere to escape the stress and weariness of 
the city below. The Wasatch give us so much, what 
do we offer back for all our takings?

To Save Our Canyons, these mountains are all 
of these things and a good deal more. To us, 
these mountains and canyons are also the reams 
of city and county ordinances, as well as state 
and federal regulations, Forest Service plans, 
county resource management plans, watershed 
protection studies, and countless visioning 
documents put in place to govern and protect 
the mountains. Each layer of governance has its 
own purpose and each demands our rigorous 
attention, actions of support or opposition, 
subtle or not so subtle tweaks to improvement, 
and most importantly, defense. 

While these layers of governance are like 
patchwork quilts on the Wasatch, each with 
its own intricate policy details, we can’t focus 
solely on one area or one policy-making body 
guiding the future of that single patch of area, 
or we risk saving the patch at the expense 
of the overall quilt. That’s why SOC tries to 
engage at every policy-making level from 
humble grassroots community councils and 
county planning commissions all the way 

to the marbled halls of Congress where we 
testified just a few months ago. This is also why 
sometimes our work and subsequently our 
action alerts can look like a jumbled alphabet 
soup of unwieldy bureaucratic acronyms. 

Making the entirety of the landscape a priority 
and creating safeguards that look after not just 
human interests, but also the innate interest 
of the Wasatch (thriving wildlife populations, 
fields of unbroken wildflowers, ridgelines sans 
the clutter of infrastructure, untouched stands 
of aspens), requires working on a grand scale, 
one large enough for herds of elk and deer to 
roam, cutthroat trout to flourish and wildlife to 
have a place to be wild in. Some days, I wish I 
could enjoy the political ignorance of an elk or 
cutthroat, not having to abide by arbitrary and 
often self-imposed boundaries, jurisdictions and 
politically motivated laws, rather to exist humbly 
in tune with the laws of nature.

The Wasatch Mountains contain private 
property which is governed by Salt Lake 
County and subject to county ordinances, 
thus our emphasis on FCOZ, the Foothills and 
Canyons Overlay Zone which is the primary 
ordinance guiding development and uses of 
private property in the Wasatch. This ordinance, 
and any changes to it, must go through the 
county planning commission and county 
council. However, these private lands are often 
bordered by federal lands governed by the US 
Forest Service. The Forest Service manages our 
public lands far differently and with different 
goals than do private landowners. 

The Forest Service manages, and sometimes 
mis-manages, for wildlife health, migratory 
pathways, aesthetics, and for different uses, 

Giving Back to the Wasatch
By Carl Fisher, Executive Director
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everything from ski resorts to wilderness, 
and must satisfy everyone from backpacking 
climbers on their way to the Lone Peak Cirque 
to visiting New Yorkers off to hit some resort 
corduroy.  Private landowners, though well 
intended, rarely manage their property in 
accordance with the same landscape scale 
values as the Forest Service. That’s why our 
work on county ordinances, engaging with the 
Mountainous Planning Commission, county 
council, city and town planning commissions 
and councils is so important. We identify the 
best practices for the overall landscape and try 
to make these protections uniform for the entire 
Wasatch regardless of whether they occur on city 
watershed land, private lands within the county 
or public lands. We need policy, consistent at all 
levels of government to protect the values that 
are important to this community. In the absence 
of policy, one of our only tools is acquisition, 
which costs money, sizable amounts of money, 
as demonstrated by our current efforts to fill a 
$13 million funding gap to preserve Bonanza 
Flat. If successful (despite SL County Council 
republicans blocking a $3 million contribution), 
this acquisition would strip the development 
potential from the property – making ordinances 
irrelevant – but in the absence of expensive 
acquisition, land use ordinances are our single 
best tool for protecting commons of the land.

The Wasatch is a living and vital biosphere, and 
just like any other living organism, you can’t 
effectively manage for its overall health and well 
being if you’re ignoring a significant percentage 
of its vital organs. It does you no good to have an 
incredible cardio system if both your kidneys are 
shutting down. The same goes for the Wasatch. 
It’s not only ineffective, but counterproductive to 
manage for water quality, aesthetics, and wildlife 
habitat on Forest Service lands if you’re allowing 
roller coasters in some places and placing 
developments on the stream banks and wildlife 
pathways on private lands. 

The state of the Wasatch is in jeopardy. 
Studies from the Forest Service and the county 
watershed department state that the Wasatch 

Mountains aren’t hitting the goals we’ve set for 
this landscape. While water quality for culinary 
water remains ok, stream temperatures and 
chemistry changes are on the rise because of 
weak and unenforced stream setbacks. Species 
once native to these mountains have been driven 
out, replaced by non-native species (both plants 
and animals). In addition to the development 
activity stressing the Wasatch, externalities such 
as climate change are stressing our wildlife and 
plants as well. We have way more control over 
our ability to regulate developmental stressors 
than we do climatic stressors (local vs. global 
solutions).  The best way to deal with this is to 
put in place modest regulations that work with, 
not against, each other, and do so in the best 
interest of harmonious values of place. Just think 
of what the Wasatch would look like if we gave 
our streams and wetlands that same 100-foot 
protective setback protection we give many of 
our roads in this state! Are roads more valuable 
than streams?

Ultimately, it is up to the local elected leaders 
to champion these policy changes, and up to 
you to make sure they do so thoughtfully and 
collaboratively. Doesn’t matter if we are talking 
about private lands or public lands, a Wilderness 
bill or a land use ordinance – they all have an 
impact on the legacy of the Wasatch. It’s fiscally 
conservative too, to protect something that is, is 
far wiser than to attempt to restore something we 
knowingly degraded and will undoubtedly cost 
millions and millions. The cost, is perhaps a few 
campaign contributions from developers.

Let’s give back to the Wasatch by affording it 
protections to allow the natural systems which 
draw us to the place to flourish. We’ve come up 
with some great concepts over the years, many of 
which are supported by scientific standards. We 
need you, to help nudge our elected officials to 
memorialize some of these concepts in the coming 
year. Let’s do it for us, future generations, for the 
wildlife and wildflowers, for the Wasatch! Stay in 
touch with us online for important actions in the 
coming months to help.   ~~~
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Currently, Save Our Canyons is a very 
impressive organization, with strong 
and effective paid staffers, thousands 
of members, an involved board, a sig-

nificant budget, a website and an office.  When I 
first got involved in the mid-eighties, SOC con-
sisted of Gale Dick, Alexis Kelner and a handful 
of volunteers.  We met in Gale’s living room 
from time to time, and did our best to oppose the 
many developments that were being proposed.  
When we wrote letters opposing ski resort ex-
pansions, we could point out the deficiencies 
in the Forest Service’s compliance with NEPA.  
When we tried to stop undesirable projects on 
private land, however, we found Salt Lake Coun-
ty’s zoning ordinances to be virtually useless.  
We were being overwhelmed with proposals and 
no way to fight them.

After several years of frustrating battles, I sug-
gested to Gale that we meet with a young and 
sympathetic employee of the County’s Plan-
ning Commission I knew, and try to figure out 
a way to prevent some projects from even being 
considered by the County, and to give us some 
legal grounds to challenge the ones that were 
processed.  Gale and I had lunch with him in the 
Panorama Room at the top of the Union Build-
ing near Gale’s office at the U.  We explained our 
frustration and asked him for ideas.  Straight-
away, he said we needed to adopt a master plan 
for the canyons, which would address both of 
our needs.  We asked him a number of questions 
about how a master plan could be adopted and 
how it would work (I know this sounds incred-

ibly naïve, but we just weren’t knowledgeable 
about the law of planning at the time).  We were 
very pleased that a concrete idea had come out 
of this meeting.  Towards the end, Gale turned 
to me and said (with that impish grin of his and 
a twinkle in his eye), “Well, we are just going to 
have to get us a Master Plan.”

That was the beginning of a several year process 
that led to the adoption by the Salt Lake County 
Commission in 1989 of the original “Wasatch 
Canyons Master Plan”.  With the help of Ralph 
Becker and his Bear West Team, Salt Lake City’s 
watershed protection people, the Forest Service 
and many others, it was an exciting project.  
There were innumerable meetings, including 
the final public hearing in November, 1988 
attended by over a thousand people.  It wasn’t 
perfect, but the County Master Plan gave us 
a number of new tools to better fight for the pro-
tection of our canyons.   ~~~
 

History of the Origin of  
Salt Lake County’s “Wasatch  

Canyons Master Plan in 1989” 
 

By Tom Berggren, SOC Trustee

Tom Berggren, SOC Trustee
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Revisions for  
FCOZ  

By Salt Lake County Councilman Jim Bradley, in a  
letter to his Council Colleagues, February 14, 2017

I wanted to share with you a few of my thoughts 
on the FCOZ Ordinance that we will begin to 
deal with tomorrow. As you know, I’ve spoken 
about the need to move conservatively as we 

revise existing ordinances. What I mean by that is 
we must not make misjudgments in our revisions 
because once we have codified the Ordinances, we 
really can’t reverse out mistakes if we erred. I have 
also spoken about the need for the Council to declare 
its intent on what they believe to be an appropriate 
policy towards the health and well-being being of our 
canyons. We always have the ability to revisit the or-
dinances and adjust them if they prove to be unfairly 
conservative. What we can’t do is repair any damage 
caused by being too lax. To that end, I wish you to 
consider two issues that I feel strongly about. 

First, I believe that the Purpose Statement (19.72.010) 
as initially presented weighs too heavily on the need 
to balance development interests with environmental 
interests. The canyons are unique and need to be pro-
tected. None of us disagree with that. If we continue 
to compromise or continue to adjust the “balance” 
between the two, we slowly loose the battle. I have 
attached a revised Purpose Statement which I believe 
declares our intent to preserve the canyons as much 
as possible and sets the tone that the environment 
and protection are of importance to us. 

Secondly, I’m not suggesting that we tamper with 
property rights. I fully accept that property should re-
main under the development standards that were in 
place at the time a property was platted and/or pur-
chased. However, I do not believe that we are under 
any obligation to decrease those standards from the 
initial expectations of property owners; particularly 
if a decrease in standards would have a potential 
detrimental effect on the environmental or aesthetic 
qualities that are currently present. I believe hat the 
issue of “stream setback” is a classic example of this 
concern. Current Ordinance requires a 100’ setback 
from structures. Some have suggested a 50’ setback is 
more appropriate or acceptable. There are arguments 
on both sides for the different distances. Those who 
favor the 100’ setback do so because it offers pro-
tections to wildlife and riparian habitat; reserves an 
aesthetic quality; and, protects streams from degra-
dation. Letters from biologists and geologist support 
this position. If they are correct, we will have made 
a significant mistake in lessening the setback to 50’. 
Keeping the setback at 100’ does not place unlawful 
or unfair restrictions on property owners who pur-
chased their property knowing that there was a 100’ 
setback ordinance in place. Furthermore, if we estab-
lish a 50’ setback and it proves to be a mistake, there 
is nothing that can be done to reclaim the lost habitat 
and environmental values. I believe that keeping 100’ 
setback, at this time, is appropriate. 

I appreciate your consideration of these two sugges-
tions. Of all the issues, I have dealt with in my Coun-
ty career, this is clearly the most important to me. I 
welcome any discussion.   ~~~
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When it comes to protecting the Central 
Wasatch, it can’t be done without Salt 
Lake County’s zoning guidelines. SOC 
was originally involved in establishing 

the ordinance called Foothills and Canyons Overlay 
Zone (FCOZ) in 1997. For the past five years, we’ve 
been engaged in revisions to that ordinance and 
the establishment of the new ordinance called the 
Mountain Resort Zone (MRZ). 

The Wasatch Canyons Tomorrow survey of 2010 found 
82% public support for FCOZ protections. Since then, 
there’s been no indication that public support for 
FCOZ has waned. The Central Wasatch Visitor Study 
in 2015 conducted by Utah State University and Save 
Our Canyons showed that the public’s commitment 
to seeing the Wasatch Mountains protected from 
additional development has only grown. 

Salt Lake County’s Mountainous Planning 
Commission studied FCOZ and MRZ through 
most of 2016 and sent their recommendations to the 
Salt Lake County Council. After weeks of working 
sessions the council finalized the ordinances on 
March 12.   Unfortunately, what we saw from some 
council members was a disregard for scientific 
best practices and the desires of the majority of 
canyons users. The FCOZ 
ordinance, which a scant 
seven years ago received 
82% public support and 
had survey respondents 
requesting even stronger 
environmental protections 
in the Wasatch, faced 
multiples threats from a 
few members of the county 
council who worked 
to severely weaken the 
ordinances. 

Throughout the revision process, there were a few key 
elements that SOC saw as critical to the overall success 
of FCOZ and MRZ.  These critical items were stream 
setbacks, wildlife habitat, and limits of disturbance.    

For two decades FCOZ has had 100-foot setback 
requirements, meaning that development could 
not take place within 100 feet of streams. An 
overwhelming and irrefutable majority of scientific 
studies on stream setbacks identifies 100 feet as the 
bare minimum setback, particularly in heavily sloped 
areas such as our canyons, to properly protect water 
quality, aquatic species and the numerous wildlife who 
use these stream areas as movement corridors. Save 
Our Canyons and members of the public supplied 
this evidence to the council over the course of weeks 
of meetings and public hearings. Additional written 
testimony to the importance of 100 foot stream 
setbacks was provided to the council by local biology 
and geology professors - including two members 
of the National Academy of the Sciences - from the 
University of Utah, BYU, and Utah State University. 
Disregarding this information and in clear opposition 
to both scientific best practices and majority public 
opinion, Councilman Snelgrove moved to cut the two 
decade-old standard of 100 foot setbacks to 50 feet.  
Although this motion was seconded by Councilwoman 

FCOZ, MRZ and the  
Salt Lake County Council

By Rob DeBirk

Fall Foliage surrounds 
resort development in  

Big Cottonwood Canyon
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Newton, it was defeated by the council. 
Changes to wildlife habitat and limits of disturbance 
were also serious concerns. The revised FCOZ guts 
the original wildlife habitat protections that supported 
healthy wildlife and plant life in their natural habitat 
and allowed for the option of stopping developments 
that significantly threaten wildlife habitat.
Limits of disturbance specify the maximum area that 
can be disturbed to build a house.  The revised FCOZ 
doubles the limits of disturbance for the Central 
Wasatch from 10,000 to 20,000 square feet! If you’re 
opposed to the Wasatch becoming studded with 
opulent mountain mansions, then these changes to the 
limits of disturbance should terrify you.

The Mountain Resort Zone (MRZ) is a new ordinance 
that applies only to ski resorts within the Wasatch. The 
MRZ accounts for the fact that ski resorts are areas 
of tremendous impact with demands fundamentally 
different from other areas of the canyons. The MRZ 
recognizes only established resorts and severely 
curtails the opportunity for new ski resorts to be 
established in the Central Wasatch and for large 
landholders to put up lifts and tramways outside of 
ski areas. This is an important step in stopping future 
development of resorts or limiting ambitious land 
owners from moving forward with minor resorts of 
their own making. 

Early in this process, one of our major concerns was 
the boundaries of the Mountain Resort Zone and the 
limits of the MRZ’s Village Districts and Recreation 
Districts – each with specific allowed uses. An initial 
concern was that Snowbird would try to brand as a 
Recreation District their property on the north side of 
the road below Mount Superior. Happily, after months 
of negotiations SOC was able to create a provision 
within MRZ backed up by legislative intent language 
that assures us that the area below Superior will not be 
developed, with the assurance that if Snowbird ever 
considers doing so, Salt Lake County will have the 
option of first buying that property. 

Also of concern within the Mountain Resort Zone are 
allowed uses. The County Council was supportive of 
ordinance language allowing for mountain coasters 
and ziplines within the Wasatch. You may recall that 
Snowbird pulled back from a proposal earlier this 
year to create a 3-mile long zipline crisscrossing from 
Hidden Peak to the Alta ridge, over the Gad Valley 
and down to the resort base. The council’s decision 
to let ziplines remain as a use in the MRZ would 
seem to assure Snowbird that they’re safe to renew 
this 3-mile long monstrosity without any limitations 

or prohibitions from the County Council. While 
councilwoman Jenny Wilson, citing the outrageous size 
of Snowbird’s zipline proposal, made the effort to limit 
the size and scale of future ziplines., her effort was 
aggressively countered by Councilman Snelgrove who 
wants to see development of these controversial uses 
without any limitations stated in the ordinance. 

A long time in the making, FCOZ and the MRZ have 
now been finalized by the county council. Their 
willingness to strip stream setbacks by half despite 
overwhelming scientific evidence should concern 
every member and supporter of SOC. Even though 
we were able to retain the 100’ stream setback, that 
so many council members were amenable to this 
drastic action is a frightening harbinger for future 
environmental decisions appearing before the county 
council. Additionally, the council’s decision to gut 
wildlife protections, allow for limits of disturbance 
to double in size to 20,000 square feet, and refusal to 
place even minor restrictions on controversial uses 
such as ziplines and coasters is unconscionable. Only 
robust citizen engagement can keep these canyons 
from a future wherein 3-mile long ziplines, roller 
coasters, ostentatious mountain homes, degraded 
water quality and wildlife habitat are the norm.   ~~~

Classic, early spring morning in  
Little Cottonwood Canyon
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Good, Bad and Ugly
By Clay Northrup, Member of the  

Board of Directors of Save Our Canyons

GOOD – 2016/17 Cottonwoods snowpack  
at 170% of normal!

Oh, did we need this!  Good for outdoor recreation, 
good for the health of the mountain ecosystem.  Let’s 
hope the pattern continues through the season!

BAD… but could be worse -Powder  
Mountain Expansion  

Powder Mountain has added 2 new lifts, opening 
1000 acres to lift-serviced skiing, and announced 
plans to build a faux-Swiss ‘Alpine Town’ near the 
top of Lefty’s Canyon and Mary’ Bowl, at an ele-
vation of almost 8600 feet.  All this while asserting 
“Since the resort is not owned by a large corpora-
tion or private equity firm, it has the ability to reject 
the usual corporate resort formula of mega-homes, 
luxury outlets, and crowds reminiscent of an amuse-
ment park.”  Well, 
it’s true that there 
are no zip-lines or 
mountain coast-
ers… yet.  The 
arrow on the map 
points ominously 
to a future “vil-
lage.”  Our under-
standing is that this 
ambitious project 
has been halted  by 
lack of culinary 
water.

UGLY - but dead? - Rob Bishop’s Public  
Lands Initiative Bill  

“It looks so peaceful, like it’s just sleeping…”  Dearly 
Beloved, let us hope the casket gets into the ground 
before the new administration pries off the lid and 
applies the defibrillator paddles.  The Public Lands 
Initiative (PLI) began in 2013 as a promising consen-
sus-and-compromise process, but was disfigured at 
every turn by the anti-public-lands crowd, until it 
was virtually all development, and no conservation.  
The bill failed to gain noticeable support in 2016’s 
congressional session, and did not come up for a vote.  
Closed casket, please.

GOOD - Rio Tinto coal fired power  
plants retired   

Rio Tinto Kennecott has announced that it will per-
manently shut down 3 of its 4 coal-fired power-gener-
ating units in Magna, a year ahead of their scheduled 
January, 2018 decommissioning.  By state regulation, 
these units were not allowed to operate in the win-

ter, but nonetheless their shutdown 
will eliminate an annual 3500 tons 
of emissions.  Great news for air 
quality in the Salt Lake Valley!  Un-
fortunately, Rio Tinto will replace 
their output with power from Rocky 
Mountain Power’s largely fossil-fu-
eled grid, rather than renewable 
energy sources.

Map of Powder Mountain Resort – 
Current and Future

Undated photo of Utah Copper Company, 
predecessor of Rio Tinto Kennecott

Congressman Rob Bishop
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BAD and UGLY - Alta’s proposed  
tram across Mt. Baldy 

Where do we start 
with this one?  
Please, Alta … 
please.  Remember 
you have a history 
and once had a 
soul.  You should 
feel a swelling of 
pride that this idea 
has generated so 
much anger – it 
shows that people 
still care about 
Alta, still feel a 
sense of commu-
nity.  People talk 
of Sundays at ‘the 
church of Alta.’  It 
seems that every 
article and conver-

sation about this lift describes the Baldy hike as a Rite 
of Passage.  With the direction Alta is taking of late, 
that sense of community won’t last much longer.  Hell 
hath no fury like a congregant scorned.  Given the 
severely limited ‘product’ here, will we have a spen-
dy ‘one-ride’ ticket to get to the top of Baldy?  With a 
troupe of Mountain Hosts to coach down those who 
have the money but lack the requisite strength and 
skill?  This would spell the end of the Baldy Chutes 
for locals and what has historically been thought of as 
the Alta Skier.   Beyond the cultural aspects:  a tram 
strung across the face of Baldy?  A lift terminal on the 
top of Baldy?

Remember they’re there all year 
round.  What happened to limiting  
ridgeline development and minimiz-
ing viewshed disturbance?   
For shame.  Worst. Idea. Ever.

Two Degrees of BAD – The “Human-Powered 
Transport in Wilderness Areas Act”

First, there’s the idea of mountain bikes in Wilder-
ness: the Wilderness Act prohibits “… other forms of 
mechanical transport”.  That’s ‘mechanical’, not ‘mo-
torized’.  Mountain biking is ‘mechanical transport’. 
Our mission statement:  “Dedicated to protecting the 
wildness and beauty of the Wasatch Mountains, can-
yons, and foothills.”  Mountain biking in designated 
Wilderness does not further that mission.  Just about 
everyone on the staff and board of SOC is a mountain 
biker… but we’re satisfied with being able to ride in 
the 96% of the US that is not designated Wilderness.  
2.33 Billion acres.  Not bad.

Second, there’s the bill itself:  just about all we need 
to know about this act is that the sponsors are Orrin 
Hatch and Mike Lee, both of whom have a League 
of Conservation Voters lifetime score of 10%, vs. 
a Senate average of 45%.  This bill is more about 
weakening the Wilderness Act than anything else.  It 
contains provisions and time constraints that make 
it quite likely that federal land managers will be 
stripped of the authority to prohibit mountain bikes 
on their Wilderness trails.  It also includes a provision 
allowing the use of chainsaws and such to clear trails 
for mountain bike use.  Once wedges like these have 
been driven into the Wilderness Act, further disman-
tling becomes progressively easier.  What will be 
contained in the next bill?

Iconic Mt Baldy to be 
Defaced by a Tram?

Mountain bikers on one of  
the hundreds of miles of great 

single track in the Wasatch.
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GOOD, then BAD, and Let’s Try Again  
Soon - Mountain Accord Federal  

Legislation Dies with 114th Congress

GOOD - Bonanza Flats Deadline extended!

Bonanza Flats, the 1,350 acre high alpine forest area found 
right off of Guardsman’s Pass and sandwiched between Deer 
Valley, Park City, and Brighton is on the chopping block. It 
is a beautiful alpine area with lakes where deer, elk, moose, 
and black bear congregate and aspen groves topped by the 
towering Clayton Peak. If we can’t raise the necessary funds, 
it will be chopped up into a golf course and luxury homes. 
The original deadline of March 15 for raising the needed $35 
million dollars has been extended until June 15. Only 3.5 
million more are needed to protect this gem of the Wasatch. 
Contribute today at savebonanzaflats.org.

BAD - Salt Lake County Council Republicans unanimously 
blocked the allocation of any funding to help protect 
Bonanza Flats from development on a party line vote (5 - 4).

Mountain Accord partners ahead of House Natural Resources 
hearing, Nov. 15, 2016. 

Pictured (left to right): Carl Fisher - Save Our Canyons, 
Bob Bonar - Snowbird Resort, Mayor Tom Dolan - Sandy City, 
Laynee Jones - Mountain Accord, Rep. Jason Chaffetz - UT 03, 
Mayor Jackie Biskupski - Salt Lake City, Jayme Blakesley - Utah 

Transit Authority, Mayor Ben McAdams - Salt Lake County, 
Mayor Tom Pollard - Town Of Alta, Councilman Chris 

Robinson - Summit County.

In July of 2016, The Central Wasatch National 
Conservation and Recreation Area Act of 2016 
(H.R. 5718) was introduced in the House of 
Representatives by Utah Congressman Jason 
Chaffetz, and made it as far as a hearing before the 
House Committee on Natural Resources.  There, 
SOC’s Carl Fisher spoke eloquently on its behalf, 
alongside Bob Bonar of Snowbird and a bevy of Utah 
elected officials.  Alas, the bill expired along with 
the 114th Congress, and will have to be introduced 
again.  It’s hard to say what the mood in Washington 
will be for bipartisan bills like this one, but we will 
continue to work for its passage.
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Save Our Canyons  
Kids Looks Ahead to 

Summer
By Alex Schmidt, Campaigns Coordinator

As the population grows along the Wasatch 
Mountain Range, stewardship and local 
knowledge of this important community 
asset remains paramount. Ponder back to a 

day of your childhood when you were captivated by 
nature. Maybe a vacant lot with a tall stand of trees, a 
local pond full of tadpoles and insects or a weekend 
camp out with family to a nearby forest where the 
night sky took your breath away. 

As our country moves forward in 2017, there are many 
unknowns for the future of conservation for our public 
lands. One thing that is certain is that without access to 
wild places, clean water and untrammeled landscapes, 
all species on this planet are in danger. 

It is to that end that we continue, into its fourth 
season, the Save Our Canyons Kids program 
(SOCKids) that promotes a connection between 
our natural environment and the youth of our 

communities, through peer-to-peer guided outdoor 
adventures, to inspire students to become future 
stewards of the Wasatch.

Working with our diverse community partners over 
the years, we have found this program truly excels by 
including and highlighting the peer-to-peer element. 
Further, incorporating a college age student leader 
gives the participants in SOCKids an opportunity to 
learn from a person seeking higher education who is 
able to demonstrate to the youth the opportunities that 
are available to people who pursue higher education. 

This summer we will expand our reach to new 
communities and geographic areas with the purpose 
of continuing to lead safe, educational activities into 
the Wasatch Mountains that foster imagination and 
excitement for the natural world around us. 

We would like to thank our partners in the community 
as well as the kids of SOCKids, all few hundred of 
them who have participated in this program. 

If you are interested in being involved with  
SOCkids or have a group that would like to 

partner on an activity please contact the  
Save Our Canyons office at 801-363-7283.  

Future Wasatch advocates enjoy a day out with Save Our Canyons Kids program
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The canyons of the Central Wasatch 
Mountains provide affordable, reliable, 
high-quality water for more than 
400,000 people within Salt Lake City’s 

service area, as well as other public water 
suppliers in Salt Lake County.  It has taken 
fastidious stewardship through Salt Lake City’s 
past and present to protect this invaluable 
resource. If we fail to manage these watersheds 
wisely, we run the risk of development, 
recreation, and other uses polluting and 
degrading them for decades to come.

Although our management and protection 
of these watersheds works exceedingly well, 
a small group of developers is lobbying the 
Quality Growth Commission to change state 
law that empowers all Utah cities, including 
Salt Lake City, to protect water sources from 
pollution. As a public water supplier, Salt 
Lake City has a critical role and obligation for 
providing clean, safe water to protect public 
health and community prosperity. We are 
vigorously opposing efforts that would limit our 
ability to steward this precious resource.

For decades, critics of our protective approach 
have tried to chip away at Salt Lake City’s 
watershed management. But our hard line grew 
out of experience. In the 1930s and into the 
1940s, the City Creek Canyon watershed was 
contaminated through recreation overuse and 
grazing. This contamination led to a typhoid 
fever outbreak, making hundreds ill and causing 

several deaths. As a result, City Creek Canyon 
was closed to all public access and uses from 
1950 through 1962. Fifty-five years later, the 
canyon is treasured by the public for recreation 
although certain restrictions are in place that 
successfully protect water quality.

Salt Lake City has heeded lessons on water 
quality disasters, and has prioritized the 
protection of our watersheds to avoid risk. 
This includes regulation, investment in land 
restoration, land preservation, stream restoration, 
sanitary facilities and watershed education. As a 
result, our drinking water is clean, and we have 
avoided public health disasters and economic 
impacts from water contamination that have so 
profoundly affected other communities.

Salt Lake City has had watershed ordinances on 
the books to control pollution-causing activities 
for decades, with the most recent update in 2001. 
The ordinance limits development within 50 
feet of waterways, regulates sanitary facilities, 
prohibits certain chemical use in the watersheds, 
and restricts dogs and other domestic animals 
in the watershed. Our watershed ordinance is 
in effect above the stream intakes to our water 
treatment plants in City Creek, Parleys, Big 
Cottonwood and Little Cottonwood canyons in 
Salt Lake County.

An ongoing and one-sided conversation about 
Salt Lake City’s watershed protection policies 
was initiated last summer by the Utah Quality 

Salt Lake City’s Extraterritorial  
Jurisdiction over the Wasatch Watershed

By Salt Lake City Mayor Jackie Biskupski
and Salt Lake City Councilwoman Erin Mendenhall
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Waterfall in Bells Canyon by Howie Garber

Growth Commission. This effort is fueled by 
water speculators and land developers critical 
of Salt Lake City’s watershed regulation. The 
goal of some of the commission and the handful 
of developers is to change Utah Code 10-8-15, 
which empowers all cities in Utah to protect 
drinking water sources that emanate outside 
city boundaries. Weakening this law will restrict 
our ability to protect our drinking water sources 
from pollution. We are dismayed by misleading 
and incorrect information about watershed 
management and jurisdiction that critics have 
distributed to commission members, the media 
and the public to push a change in this important 
water policy. We are committed to a robust 

conversation about watershed protection in 
the appropriate venue, but the Quality Growth 
Commission is not that venue. We welcome 
discussion with those with the appropriate 
breadth and depth of knowledge for this 
specialized topic. 

Because Salt Lake Valley residents stand to lose 
so much, we are urging the Quality Growth 
Commission and our Legislature to fight 
against misinformation and claims having no 
basis in fact in making water policy that will 
affect nearly a half-million people, as well as 
future generations.   ~~~
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Bonanza Flats -  
Wild and beautiful now,  

but threatened!

Right now, and for a limited time, we 
have an opportunity to join together as 
citizens, neighbors, recreationists, and 
stewards of our public lands to protect 

the unique and cherished landscape known as 
Bonanza Flats. 

Sandwiched between three ski areas (Deer Valley, 
Park City and Brighton), Bonanza Flats can be 
seen in all its glory from the top of Guardsman 
Pass.  Clayton Peak towers above the flats, while 
below moose, elk, deer and black bears visit the 
alpine lakes along the property’s western flank. 
Visitors often see birds of prey soaring above 
Bonanza while also hearing birdsong echoing 
through this wild and unspoiled area.  

Bonanza Flats features some of the largest 
organisms on the planet, groves of Quaking 
Aspen.  These groves, consisting of hundreds 
if not thousands of cloned trees networked 
together beneath the soil, offer a powerful 
symbol for our collective efforts to save Bonanza.  

Working together, thousands of us, whether as 
individuals or as part of organizations like Save 
Our Canyons, or even in the form of proactive 
and forward thinking local governments like 
Park City and Salt Lake City, can work together 
to meet the immediate goal of protecting 
Bonanza Flats, one of the remaining gems of the 
Wasatch, from private development.  

With a deadline of June 15, 2017 looming over 
the future of the 1,350 acres comprising Bonanza 
Flats and only $3 million of $38 million left to 
raise — thanks to SLC’s $1.5 million, Summit 
County’s $5.75 million, Metro Water of SLC and 
Sandy $500K — now is your opportunity to show 
what natural and public wild lands mean to you, 
your family, your quality of life, and the future of 
the Wasatch.

Working together, we can protect  
Bonanza Flats. 

Donate to www.savebonanzaflats.org

Bonanza  
Flats
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Ogden Canyon  
Transportation  

Use Study
By Bill King, SOC Trustee

UDOT just released the final report of 
the Ogden Canyon Transportation Use 
Study. The study, conducted by Horrocks 
Engineering, took over two years and cost 

nearly one million dollars. It considered all forms 
of transportation in the canyon, including hiking, 
biking, vehicles, and mass transportation and included 
feedback from many of the 125 property owners and 
residents in the canyon.  Many other Weber County 
residents responded. Preferred routes for a trail 
through the canyon were designated by UDOT and 
needed improvements to the road were specified. Most 
of those responding to the study were in favor of a trail 
going up Ogden Canyon connecting the Ogden Valley 
trail system as well as small safety improvements to 
the road, as long as it did not involve their property. 
Canyon residents already share their property with 
the road, three major water lines, electric transmission 
lines and the Ogden River. Residents already 
encounter fisherman, hikers, kayakers, transients and 
tourists on a daily basis.

Ogden Canyon is about 5 miles long; the road itself 
is only 24 feet wide with little shoulder. An average 
of 8,000 vehicles a day pass through the canyon. It’s 
not steep, only about a 2% grade, but many of the 
sidewalls in the canyon are over 50% and some over 
70% vertical. The west end of the canyon is called the 
“Narrows” and in some places the canyon is only 90 or 
100 feet wide, but it opens up to about 500 feet wide at 
the east end. 

When the pioneers first came to Utah in 1847, Ogden 
Canyon was impassable. In 1860 a private toll road 
was organized and the road through the canyon was 
opened up. The toll road was bought out by Weber 
County and the canyon became a public road in 1882. 
In about 1913 the county turned the road over to the 
State of Utah and in 1922 the canyon road was paved 
for the first time. The road has been managed as a 
rural road by UDOT ever since. Because the canyon is 
so narrow and winding, user conflicts will have to be 
considered in any design.

Ogden Canyon is rich in history and scenic beauty.  
During the first half of the nineteenth century, Ogden 
Canyon was a prime destination resort much like Moab 
or the National Parks or Monuments are today. The 
Hermitage Hotel was world renowned.  The canyon 
was visited by five US Presidents, the US Governors’ 
Conference and foreign dignitaries. On a summer 
holiday weekend, as many as 3,000 to 6,000 people 
dined, camped, fished and recreated in Ogden Canyon.

Because the canyon is very environmentally sensitive, 
any major improvements to the canyon such as 
new bridges, tunnels, structures or mountain cuts, 
should be subject to a full U.S. Environmental Impact 
Statement. There definitely is a Federal connection or 
nexus, as any trail or new road section would cross 
Federal property or Federal right of ways, and Federal 
laws would be involved, such as the Clean Water 
Act, and Federal funds would likely be used as well.  
Estimates of the cost of just straightening out the road 
in the Narrows are $30 to $40 million. The new trail is 
estimated at $8 to $23 million. Many questions remain, 
like who will build, manage, police, maintain or pay 
for the new trail. UDOT has suggested that it is Weber 
County that should be the prime mover if the new trail 
is to be built.    ~~~

For more information see:  
udot.utah.gov/go/ogdencanyonstudy
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Sean Wetterberg,  
U.S. Forest Service

by Gayle Parry, Director Emerita

In 2002 Save Our Canyons joined with the Forest 
Service in a very successful trail maintenance 
program.  I recruited and coordinated the 
volunteers for Save Our Canyons, Chris Biltoft 

of the Wasatch Mountain Club did the same for 
them, and a terrific young Forest Ranger named Sean 
Wetterberg made it all work. 

When Sean transferred to Washington State he was 
sorely missed and those of us who knew him hoped 
for his success in the Forest Service.  Now he has 
returned to Salt Lake and Sean recently told me his 
story from the beginning of his Forest Service career 
in 2000 when he signed on as a seasonal Wilderness 
Ranger in Vail, Colorado. 

While in Vail, Sean lived with several other men off 
the grid in a run-down cabin at an elevation of 9,000 
feet.  The cabin had no running water or electricity.  
It was so cold that the water in the dog bowl would 
freeze solid overnight.  Access to the cabin required 
walking a quarter mile on an unplowed road in deep 
powder.  He was making a whopping $10.00 an hour, 
ski patrolling in the off-season and living the dream.  
He spent four days a week driving a jeep and two days 
skiing and freezing.

That was when Salt Lake City beckoned. He 
transferred to the Salt Lake Ranger District to work 
as Snow Ranger and Wilderness Manager in Big and 
Little Cottonwood Canyons.  It was at that time that 
Sean helped Save Our Canyons with our trail program.  
We were fortunate to have him until 2006 when he 
applied for and got a promotion to the Headquarters 
office of the Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest 
near Seattle, Washington.  There he became a Winter 
Sports Specialist coordinating four ski areas in 
Washington while also overseeing the Northwest 
Weather and Avalanche Center plus other Recreation 
Special Uses.  

It was at this office in Seattle that working for the Forest 
Service turned into high adventure.  Among other 
things he was involved with a shooting range that had 
operated for 50 years without lead remediation.  The 
range had known groundwater impacts and safety 
concerns related to a railroad down range.  One of the 
more challenging assignments Sean had was working 

through those issues.  Ultimately the range has been 
closed and is awaiting remediation. From Seattle, he 
transferred to the Pacific Southwest Regional Office 
where he served as the Regional Recreation Special Uses 
Program Manager covering 18 National Forests and the 
nation’s largest special uses portfolio.  

Finally, Sean came back to one of his favorite places, 
Salt Lake City.  He was the District Ranger on the 
Uinta-Wasatch-Cache for a winter.  He is now the 
National Winter Sports Program Manager.  Downhill 
skiing is the 2nd highest activity on National Forest 
System land second only to hiking. As the program 
manager he coordinates the ski area program nationally 
providing 27 million public visits, $33 million annually 
to the U.S. Treasury and $3 billion in local spending.  He 
also provides administrative oversight of the National 
Avalanche Center, which supports Forest Service 
Avalanche Centers throughout the US.

Sean has just returned from Chile where he taught a 
course on concessions in protected areas and attended 
the First Chilean Congress on Protected Areas.  He also 
explored Patagonia for a week.

Sean’s climb up the ladder from his very humble 
beginnings with the Forest Service to one of national 
importance is impressive.  We salute our friend, Sean 
Wetterberg, for a job well done.  It couldn’t happen to 
a more competent and nicer guy.    ~~~
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Jordan Turner, Intern
Jordan Turner is currently a senior at Westminster College 
and is pursuing a BA in environmental studies and minor in 
political science. If you ask his family, he came out here for 
school. However, ask him and the mountains are the only 
thing he mentions. Jordan’s a Vermont native, raised five 
minutes outside Burlington, VT and grew up skiing the Green 
Mountains starting at the age of four. He enjoys hiking, rock 
climbing, skiing, camping, and all manner of outdoor activities. 
The Wasatch are important to him for many reasons. For him 
they represent an escape from the monotony of school and 
the hectic pace of life in Salt Lake City. The mountains give 
people a place to clear their thoughts and focus on enjoying 
what’s actually in front of them instead of stressing about the 
uncertainties of life and work. The Wasatch offer incredible 
opportunities for all types of outdoor recreation, which he 
believes are essential to keeping the soul centered and mind 
focused. While recreation is important to him, conservation 
and wilderness are equally as significant. This is why he has 
chosen to intern with Save Our Canyons, to work at keeping 
the continuous flow of development at bay, especially in the 
canyons. Jordan believes that affecting policy is one of the 
most effective ways of achieving conservation goals. He’s 
interning with us to gain firsthand experience with policy 
work. He’s very excited to be working towards keeping these 
places healthy and in as good a condition as possible for future 
generations to enjoy and experience.

Logan Hastings, Intern
Since moving here last August, Logan has immersed herself 
in all Salt Lake City has to offer. But for her, this means less of 
the downtown scene and more of the hiking, climbing, and 
skiing in the Wasatch that are so easily accessible. Growing up 
in the Selkirk Mountains in Idaho, she has been influenced by 
the outdoors basically since she was born. She is currently a 
freshman in environmental studies at the University of Utah, and 
has been interning at SOC since last October. She chose to intern 
here because of her appreciation for special and irreplaceable 
places, especially the Wasatch, and her passion to protect them. 
Using what she has learned at SOC, she is hoping to continue her 
work in the environmental field with the Student Conservation 
Association this summer. Whatever the next 3 years may bring in 
Logan’s studies, she knows she will continue to enjoy and fight 
for the Wasatch whenever she can. 

Meet Our Interns
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The Lone Peak Wilderness Area,  
designated in 1978, was Utah’s first 

landscape to receive federal protection  
under the Wilderness Act.

In celebration of this fact we are  
pleased to announce the 

15th Annual Lone Peak Celebration
Falls Event Center at Trolley Square

Saturday, April 22, 2017
6:30 to 10:00 pm

An evening of community, food,  
drink and music to support  

Save Our Canyons.

Reservations & Tickets  
(earlybirds before April 15)

at saveourcanyons.org & 801-363-7283


