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Proposal would

ease way for

By Tom Kenworthy
USA TODAY

DENVER — The Bush administra-
tion has proposed making it easier
for Western states and local gov-
ernments to claim road rights of
way across federal land, potentially
opening millions of pristine acres
to development.

The proposed rule could result
in large areas of the West being in-
eligible for congressional designa-
tion as wilderness areas where
hiking, horseback riding and other
forms of recreation are permitted
but oil and gas drilling, logging, off-
road vehicles and other activities
are prohibited.

- roads in wilds

Arches national parks, environ-
mentalists say.

“In Utah, the counties have
claimed over 10,000 rights of way,”
said Pam Eaton, western regional
director for The Wilderness Soci-
ety. “They are in parks, national
monuments and proposed wilder-
ness areas.”

But Jeff Holdren, a land and real-
ty specialist with the federal Bu-
reau of Land Management (BLM),
said the agency’s proposed rule
would merely provide another
method of settling right-of-way
claims. Road proponents “would
still have to show they have a valid
claim,” Holdren said. To do so, they

would have to meet

The issue is partic- “In Utah, the legal tests in a court

ularly heated in Utah,
where Gov. Mike Lea-
vitt and the state’s
largely Republican po-
litical establishment
have battled conserva-
tion groups over wil-
derness designations
and pressed for road
rights of way so more
land can be available
for commercial devel-
opment and motori-
zed use.

At stake are thou-
sands of right-of-way

counties have
claimed over
10,000 rights of
way. They are in
parks, national
monuments and
proposed
wilderness
areas.”

— Pam Eaton, western
regional director, The
Wilderness Society

decision last year that
roads along such
rights of way be delib-
erately constructed
and maintained.

The proposed rules
are subject to public
hearings and won't
take effect for several
months.

Still unclear is how
the rules will affect
closed-door negotia-
tions between Leavitt
and the federal gov-
ernment over the

claims by states and

counties under an 1866 law that
was passed to spur settlement
across the West. The law granted
broad rights to construct roads
across federal lands not otherwise
set aside for specific purposes such
as national parks and wildlife ref-
uges. Legislation in 1976 repealed
the law but grandfathered in exist-
ing claims.

Some environmentalists view
the claims for road rights of way as
a backdoor way to disqualify areas
from consideration by Congress as
wilderness. Many of the roads in
question amount to little more
than dirt trails in the desert.

County officials in Utah also have
pressed claims for roads across na-
tional parks and monuments. Up-
holding those claims could jeop-
ardize sensitive wetland areas,

' soils and archaeological resources

in places such as Canyonlands and

state’s right-of-way
claims. The rules could provide a
foundation for settling the claims
on terms favorable to Utah.

“I think what they are looking
for is a very easy, unreviewable
way for the Department of Interior
to give away all these right-of-way
claims to the state and the rural
counties,” said Heidi McIntosh of
the Southern Utah Wilderness Al-
liance.

The BLM manages 3.3 million
acres of land in Utah as “wilder-
ness study” areas. They are man-
aged as wilderness pending con-
gressional action on whether the
lands should be permanently pro-
tected or opened to other uses.

Environmentalists have pro-
posed that about 9 million acres in
Utah be given wilderness desig-
nation. The national wilderness
system contains more than 100
million acres.



