
 

Obama names Utah, Nevada monuments
despite GOP opposition (Update)
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This July 14, 2016, file photo, U.S. Interior Secretary Sally Jewell looks from
Dead Horse Point, near Moab, Utah, during a tour to meet with proponents and
opponents to the "Bears Ears" monument proposal. President Barack Obama
designated two national monuments Wednesday, Dec. 28, at sites in Utah and
Nevada that have become key flashpoints over use of public land in the U.S.
West. (AP Photo/Rick Bowmer, File)

President Barack Obama designated two national monuments
Wednesday at sites in Utah and Nevada that have become key
flashpoints over use of public land in the U.S. West, marking the
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administration's latest move to protect environmentally sensitive areas in
its final days.

The Bears Ears National Monument in Utah will cover 1.35 million acres
in the Four Corners region, the White House said. In a victory for Native
American tribes and conservationists, the designation protects land that
is considered sacred and is home to an estimated 100,000 archaeological
sites, including ancient cliff dwellings.

It's a blow for state Republican leaders and many rural residents who say
it will add another layer of unnecessary federal control and close the area
to new energy development, a common refrain in the battle over use of
the American West's vast open spaces. Utah's attorney general vowed to
sue.

In Nevada, a 300,000-acre Gold Butte National Monument outside Las
Vegas would protect a scenic and ecologically fragile area near where
rancher Cliven Bundy led an armed standoff with government agents in
2014. It includes rock art, artifacts, rare fossils and recently discovered
dinosaur tracks.

The White House and conservationists said both sites were at risk of
looting and vandalism.

"Today's actions will help protect this cultural legacy and will ensure that
future generations are able to enjoy and appreciate these scenic and
historic landscapes," Obama said in a statement.
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This June 21, 2016, file photo, Malcolm Lehi, a Ute Mountain Tribal
Commissioner points to a rock formation near Blanding, Utah. "We don't want
to forget about our ancestors," said Lehi. "Through them we speak. That's the
whole concept of protecting and healing this land. They are still here among us as
the wind blows." President Barack Obama designated two national monuments
Wednesday, Dec. 28, at sites in Utah and Nevada that have become key
flashpoints over use of public land in the U.S. West. (AP Photo/Rick Bowmer,
File)

His administration has rushed to safeguard vulnerable areas ahead of
President-elect Donald Trump's inauguration. It has blocked new mining
claims outside Yellowstone National Park and new oil drilling in the
Arctic Ocean. Obama's creation and expansion of monuments covers
more acreage than any other president.

But Trump's upcoming presidency has tempered the excitement of tribal
leaders and conservationists, with some worrying he could try to reverse
or reduce some of Obama's expansive land protections.
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Utah's Republican senators vowed to work toward just that.

"This arrogant act by a lame duck president will not stand," U.S. Sen.
Mike Lee tweeted about Bears Ears, which is named for a set of rock
formations.

Sen. Orrin Hatch said Obama showed "an astonishing and egregious
abuse of executive power" and that "far-left special interest groups
matter more to him than the people who have lived on and cared for
Utah's lands for generations."

  
 

  

This May 23, 2016, file photo, shows the northernmost boundary of the
proposed Bears Ears region, along the Colorado River, in southeastern Utah.
President Barack Obama designated two national monuments Wednesday, Dec.
28, at sites in Utah and Nevada that have become key flashpoints over use of
public land in the U.S. West. (Francisco Kjolseth/The Salt Lake Tribune via AP,
File)
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Christy Goldfuss, managing director of the White House Council on
Environmental Quality, said the Antiquities Act that allows a president
to create monuments does not give a president authority to undo a
designation, a rule the courts have upheld. She acknowledged that
Congress could take action, though.

Opponents agreed the area is a natural treasure worth preserving but
worried the designation would restrict oil and gas development as well as
residents' ability to camp, bike, hike and gather wood.

New mining or energy development will be banned, but existing
operations won't be affected, federal officials said. Wood and plant
gathering is still allowed as well as hunting, fishing and other recreation,
they said.

Members of Utah's all-GOP congressional delegation had backed a plan
to protect about 1.4 million acres at Bears Ears, while opening up other
areas of the state for development.

The boundaries of the monument are roughly based on that
plan—significantly smaller than what a coalition of tribes had sought.
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This July 14, 2016, file photo, a protester holds her signs after U.S. Interior
Secretary Sally Jewell arrived for a meeting with San Juan County
Commissioners in Monticello, Utah. President Barack Obama designated two
national monuments Wednesday, Dec. 28, at sites in Utah and Nevada that have
become key flashpoints over use of public land in the U.S. West. The White
House says Bears Ears National Monument in Utah will cover 1.35 million acres
of tribal land in the Four Corners region. (AP Photo/Rick Bowmer, File)

But Navajo Nation President Russell Begaye called it an exciting day for
his tribe and people of all cultures.

"We have always looked to Bears Ears as a place of refuge," Begaye
said. "The rocks, the winds, the land—they are living, breathing things
that deserve timely and lasting protection."
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The Navajo Nation is one of five tribes that will get an elected official
on a first-of-its-kind tribal commission for the Bears Ears monument. It
will provide federal land managers with expertise about the area,
officials said.

Tucked between existing national parks and the Navajo reservation, the
monument features stunning vistas at every turn, with a mix of cliffs,
plateaus, towering rock formations, rivers and canyons across wide
expanses covered by sagebrush and juniper trees.

At the Gold Butte site, Native American rock art and artifacts are
scattered amid rugged mountains, sandstone formations and Joshua tree
forests. Pioneers used the area for cattle ranching and mining, while
campers and ATV riders enjoy it today. It's named for an early 1900s
mining town.

  
 

  

This July 15, 2016, file photo, U.S. The "Moonhouse" in McLoyd Canyon, near
Blanding, Utah, is shown during U.S. Interior Secretary Sally Jewell tour.
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President Barack Obama designated two national monuments Wednesday, Dec.
28, at sites in Utah and Nevada that have become key flashpoints over use of
public land in the U.S. West. (AP Photo/Rick Bowmer, File)

Retiring Democratic Sen. Harry Reid pushed for protection of the
remote area northeast of Lake Mead, but GOP members of Nevada's
congressional delegation have been vocal opponents.

The "designation is a wonderful capstone to a career of fighting to
protect Nevada's pristine landscapes," Reid said in a statement.

Nevada Sen. Dean Heller and Gov. Brian Sandoval, both Republicans,
said Congress should make land designations.

But the governor said he "recognized the inevitability" of the move and
met with landowners and White House officials to ensure it aligned with
state water law and the land would be open to recreation.
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In this July 15, 2016, file photo, U.S. Interior Secretary Sally Jewell looks at the
"Moonhouse" in McLoyd Canyon, near Blanding, Utah, during a tour to meet
with proponents and opponents to the "Bears Ears" monument proposal.
President Barack Obama designated two national monuments Wednesday, Dec.
28, at sites in Utah and Nevada that have become key flashpoints over use of
public land in the U.S. West. (AP Photo/Rick Bowmer, File)
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This June 22, 2016, file photo, shows the "House on Fire" ruins in Mule Canyon,
near Blanding, Utah. President Barack Obama designated two national
monuments Wednesday, Dec. 28, at sites in Utah and Nevada that have become
key flashpoints over use of public land in the U.S. West. (AP Photo/Rick
Bowmer, File)
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This July 14, 2016, file photo, the Newspaper Rock featuring a rock panel of
petroglyphs in the Indian Creek Area is shown to U.S. Interior Secretary Sally
Jewell, near Monticello, Utah, during a tour to meet with proponents and
opponents to the "Bears Ears" monument proposal. President Barack Obama
designated two national monuments Wednesday, Dec. 28, at sites in Utah and
Nevada that have become key flashpoints over use of public land in the U.S.
West. (AP Photo/Rick Bowmer, File)

  
 

  

This Dec. 19, 2016, file photo, Sen. Mike Lee, R-Utah, speaks during a news
conference at the Utah State Capitol, in Salt Lake City, where Utah's attorney
general said the state will sue if President Barack Obama names a new national
monument in Utah. Obama designated two national monuments Wednesday,
Dec. 28, at sites in Utah and Nevada that have become key flashpoints over use
of public land in the U.S. West. (AP Photo/Rick Bowmer, File)
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This July 14, 2016, file photo, U.S. Interior Secretary Sally Jewell looks in to a
canyon at Gemini Bridges near Moab, Utah, during a tour to meet with
proponents and opponents to the "Bears Ears" monument proposal. President
Barack Obama designated two national monuments Wednesday, Dec. 28, at sites
in Utah and Nevada that have become key flashpoints over use of public land in
the U.S. West. (AP Photo/Rick Bowmer, File)
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This May 23, 2016, file photo, shows Lockhart Basin, south of the Colorado
River, within the boundary of the Bears Ears region in southeastern Utah.
President Barack Obama designated two national monuments Wednesday, Dec.
28, at sites in Utah and Nevada that have become key flashpoints over use of
public land in the U.S. West. (Francisco Kjolseth/The Salt Lake Tribune via AP,
File)
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