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II. Status of Recreation Economies

The outdoor industry is growing like never
before and is outperforming all other econom-
ic sectors that depend on public land access.
In 2017 the Outdoor Industry Association
updated their economic numbers which show
that outdoor recreation generates over $887
billion in consumer spending, provides $65.3
billion in federal tax revenue and $59.4 billion
in state and local tax revenue, and supports
more than 7.6 million jobs nationwide.1 All
this success was acknowledged in 2016
when Congress passed the REC Act, a law
ensuring that the outdoor recreation econo-
my, including outdoor industry jobs and asso-
ciated economic impacts, are measured by
the federal government and accounted for as
part of the national Gross Domestic Product.
Broadly supported bipartisan legislation, the
REC Act directs the Department of Commerce 
to work with the Department of Labor and 
the land and water management agencies to 
quantify the outdoor recreation economy and
provide annual, objective federal government 
statistics quantifying the outdoor industry’s 
contributions to the U.S. economy.2 

These economic benefits are the direct 
results of 1) specific actions taken by local 
communities to protect and enhance public 
access to outdoor recreation, and 2) specific 
policies that support the success of those 
actions. Prosperous communities3 across 
the country are choosing to invest in access 
to recreation in natural places, including 
financial support for trails, rivers, lakes, cliffs 
and canyons where recreation of all types 
takes place. These activities include hiking, 
biking, fishing, hunting, climbing, paddling, 
motorized recreation and skiing to name just 
a few. Cities and towns that can offer both 
citizens and visitors a chance to get outside 
are seeing increases in visitation along with
business recruitment. In the footloose econ- 
omy of the 21st century, many businesses 
can locate wherever they choose which leads 

to economic diversification opportunities for
places that were previously dependent on one
or two major employers.

In some communities near public lands, the
major employer has been related to energy
development in the form of coal, oil and/
or gas production. As commodity prices for
these resources fluctuate, communities suf-
fer in terms of both jobs and royalty revenues
that support local budgets. Several states
and local county governments are facing
budget challenges due to the dramatic drop
in fossil fuel prices.4 State budgets that rely
as much as 35% on energy production benefit
during boom periods, but suffer significantly
during downturns. Many of the top energy pro-
ducing states have now fallen into recession,5

and among other budget reduction measures
state governments are slashing education
budgets.6

In light of this dynamic, communities in the
West are increasingly looking to outdoor
recreation on public lands as a reliable and
growing source of revenue. Protected land-
scapes near communities throughout the
country—in particular, the West—offer
growing high-tech and service industries a
competitive advantage. As the West shifts
toward a knowledge-based economy, new
research shows that protected federal public
lands support faster rates of job growth and
are correlated with higher levels of per capita
income.7 These communities attract more
non-labor income, such as retirees, and bring
advantages related to business recruitment
and retainment. Entrepreneurs and talented
workers are choosing to live where they can
enjoy outdoor recreation and natural land-
scapes.

Communities that have recreation revenue
sources are weathering changes in prices
for oil, gas, and coal precisely because they
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III. Common Problems from Energy Developments that
 Impact Recreation Resources on Our Public Lands

A variety of problems can and do result from
poorly managing the interface between
recreation and resource extraction, including
alternative energy installations such as wind
and solar. These issues require consideration
not just with regard to the general effect of

energy development on the environment in
terms of wildlife, air, soil, and water, but with
regard to their specific effect on the outdoor
experience and related recreation assets.
Some common conflicts between energy
development and recreation activity include:

Placement and design of industrial infrastructure and necessary access roads. If access
roads cross trails at multiple points, the trail experience can be significantly impacted.
In addition, in places like climbing areas, waterfronts, or camping areas where visitors
remain in the same place for extensive periods of time, noise, dust, and congestion from
nearby road traffic can undermine the outdoor experience. For example, these issues
remain a serious concern for the Big Flat area north of Canyonlands National Park in Utah
where climbers spend much of the day on nearby cliffs, and mountain bikers cross roads
in multiple nearby places.11 As the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) has recognized, the
presence of infrastructure and traffic related to energy development in recreation areas
can “create poor road conditions, industrial level traffic, and fugitive dust that could de-
grade the recreation experiences and could conflict with recreational use. . . .”12

Views of surrounding landscapes are an important component of any outdoor experience,
including those from national parks. Poorly designed infrastructure—such as power lines
and pipelines—can extensively degrade iconic views. For instance, this is a problem for
oil and gas development near Cortez and Durango, Colorado, where recent oil and gas
proposals potentially affect views from Mesa Verde National Park. The La Plata County
Commissioners echoed this concern while considering a plan for as much as 3,000 new
oil and gas wells in the area.13 The degradation of adjacent lands can also have a signifi-
cant impact on visitation numbers.14 In the Moab Master Leasing Plan the Bureau of Land
Management acknowledged the effect of nearby drilling on visitation to Dinosaur National
Monument: “In Uintah County, for example, Dinosaur National Monument (a major recre-
ation amenity) has seen a decline in visitation of over 40 percent from 1999-2014 (1999
being the year in which Uintah County reversed years of declining oil and gas production);
oil production increased over 358 percent during the same time period. During that time
period, natural gas production increased over 339 percent.”15 This shows that poorly
planned development can impact recreation resources not only on BLM-managed project
areas, but also on adjacent lands, including national parks and other recreation areas
managed by local, state, and federal agencies.

Safety of visitors and industry employees must be considered at places where the two
are expected to interact. For example, in 2017 the oil and gas industry nominated lease
parcels just outside of Zion National Park that, if issued, could lead to safety concerns on
mountain bike trails that currently go directly through one of the parcels. This and many
other concerns about the affect on the national park led the Washington County Commis-
sioners to vote unanimously on a resolution that raises concerns for oil and gas leasing
on these parcels.16 In similar situations elsewhere, the BLM has acknowledged the safety
concerns presented by encouraging development in recreation areas, stating that “ac-
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IV. Legal Framework for Managing Recreation
 as a Multiple Use of Public Lands
Outdoor recreation is one of the “principal” or 
“major” uses of public lands, alongside grazing, 
energy development, fish and wildlife, rights-of- 
way, and timber production.21 This principle, set 
forth in the Federal Land Policy and Management 
Act (FLPMA), clearly places outdoor recreation 
on equal footing with development and other 
multiples uses. While the multiple use principle 
provides the overarching framework for manag- 
ing public lands, the development of oil, gas, and 
coal on federal lands is governed primarily by the 
Mineral Leasing Act of 192022 and the Energy 
Policy Act of 2005.23 A multi-step approval 
process determines whether specific lands may 
be leased; however, FLPMA, along with the Multi- 
ple Use - Sustained Yield Act of 196024 (MUSY), 
requires that BLM and USFS managers adminis- 
ter federal public lands “for outdoor recreation, 
range, timber, watershed, and wildlife and fish 
purposes.” Further, under the multiple use man- 
date of FLPMA, BLM must “balance” the man- 
agement of those resources25 and not “prioritize 
development over other uses.”26 

Under MUSY “multiple use” is defined as the 
“management of all the various renewable 
surface resources … so that they are utilized in 
the combination that will best meet the needs 
of the American people …”27 “Sustained yield” is
defined as “the achievement and maintenance in 
perpetuity of a high-level annual or regular peri- 
odic output of the various renewable resources 
of the national forests without impairment of 
the productivity of the land.”28 Accordingly, any 
one use of federal public lands cannot impair the 
productivity of another use. Thus, MUSY is the 
first law to have the five major uses of [public 
lands] contained in one law equally, with no one 
use given greater preference over any other, and 
with an emphasis on balanced land use planning 
to address the often competing interests and 
sometimes conflicting uses. 

In 1976 Congress passed two more laws 
affecting management priorities of each agen- 
cy: the FLPMA29 for the BLM and the National 
Forest Management Act30 (NFMA) for the United 
States Forest Service (USFS). Both these laws 
reaffirmed the multiple use mandate of MUSY; 

NMFA, among other directives, prescribed how
the USFS is to prepare its land use plans and “in
particular, include coordination of outdoor rec-
reation, range, timber, watershed, wildlife and
fish, and wilderness” and “insure consideration
of the economic and environmental aspects of
various systems of renewable resource manage-
ment, including … to provide for outdoor recre-
ation (including wilderness), range, timber, wa-
tershed, wildlife, and fish.”31 In FLPMA Congress
declared that “the public lands be managed in
a manner … [to] preserve and protect certain
public lands in their natural condition; that will
provide food and habitat for fish and wildlife
and domestic animals; and that will provide for
outdoor recreation and human occupancy and
use.” Neither NFMA nor FLPMA diminished the
MUSY mandate that no multiple use has priority
over any other. Under all these laws federal land
agencies have promulgated regulations that
are intended to carry out the directives of each
law and which reflect a wide range of discretion
regarding place-based specifics for managing
multiple uses. As outdoor recreation grows as a
“principle” and increasingly economically import-
ant use of our public lands, recreation assets
should be given the same level of consideration
during land use planning as energy development.

Many of the challenges described in this paper
can be avoided through improved planning,
better coordination with public stakeholders
and implementation of best practices, both with
regard to energy development and recreation
management. As leases are sold and trails are
designed, programs that encourage coordina-
tion between energy companies and recreation
interests can lead to pro-active energy develop-
ment in both traditional and alternative sources,
while simultaneously planning for current and
future recreation. Unlike other public land values
like wildlife habitat or archeological sites, there
are no organic acts like the Endangered Species
Act or the Antiquities Act whose purpose it is to
protect recreation assets. As a result, the need
to protect recreation resources when planning
for energy development by employing the cor-
rect tools, practices and technologies takes on
even greater importance.
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V. Solutions and Policy Recommendations

As noted above, competing uses can some- 
times diminish the recreation experience. 
However, there exist several planning tools, 
best practices, improved technologies, and 
public engagement strategies that federal 
land managers and local communities adja- 
cent to BLM and USFS lands can employ to 
safeguard recreation resources and support 
lasting recreation economies. Smart from the 
start planning tools such as Master Leasing 
Plans are an established, proven mechanism 
for protecting recreation assets on BLM lands 
while bringing diverse local stakeholders 
together to achieve, balanced common-sense 
solutions.

A. Planning Tools 

Several planning tools exist that can help 
effectively balance energy development and 
the need to protect and enhance recreation 
opportunities.32 

Master Leasing Plans

A Master Leasing Plan is a proven approach
from the BLM that helps minimize conflicts
and achieve an optimal balance between
development and the protection of outdoor
recreation and other multiple uses. Master
Leasing Plans are already helping to resolve
long-standing conflicts between development
and outdoor recreation in several places
around the West, including around Dinosaur
National Monument in Colorado and Arches
National Park in Utah.

Master Leasing Plans work by employing a
smart from the start process that includes
early and often coordination with local stake-
holders, including recreation users and busi-
nesses that may be operating in the planning 
area. This coordination, along with creative 
approaches to managing development and
resolving conflicts, are the hallmark of MLPs 
which allow operators to efficiently develop 

oil and gas resources without encountering
surprises such as the presence of bike trails
or the realization that a well pad is within
the viewshed of a nearby state or national
park. This also provides recreation-focused
businesses and communities with the cer-
tainty that development will not harm key
recreation assets that attract tourists and
generate important revenue. By identifying
and analyzing these concerns up front and
developing a leasing plan that addresses
these issues before a parcel is auctioned and
a lease is awarded, development can proceed
more efficiently.

In many cases, what is best for the opera-
tor is also best for the recreation asset. In
places where existing well pads are pres-
ent, directional drilling from these pads can
be cost effective while limiting additional
surface occupancy on nearby areas. Appropri-
ate well pad design in terms of tank height,
paint color, and utilization of natural features
such as ridge lines and natural depressions 
can also be identified more effectively if
potential effects on viewsheds are deter-
mined in advance. These kind of measures
can be mapped out in an MLP, such as the
widely supported plan for the Moab area
which provides ample opportunities for new
resource development while also protecting
the popular recreation locations that bring
visitors back to Moab every year. In Moab,
local residents and businesses know their
recreation amenities form the bedrock of
the highly successful local recreation econ-
omy which brings in over $200 million each
year, and this is why local government  and
75 Utah-based businesses enthusiastically
supported this plan.

Other Conflict-Avoiding Planning
Tools

To avoid problems between competing
multiple uses the BLM can guide energy
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10 | Best Practices for Balancing Recreation and Energy Development on Our Public Lands

development and limit negative impacts on 
recreation and other non-energy resources by 
utilizing planning tools that are specifically 
designed to avoid conflicts and ensure an ap- 
propriate balance between outdoor recreation, 
development and other multiples uses of the 
public lands. By including the types of details 
included in the MLP process, a large variety 
of conflicts and development challenges can 
be avoided, thereby allowing communities 
to have the benefit of resource development 
and begin preparing for increased demand for 
outdoor access. Some additional measures 
that BLM can use and has successfully used 
to protect recreational resources include: 

Master Development Plans and Unit 
Agreements

In areas where a significant amount of new 
drilling is expected, the BLM can require 
that operators and lessees coordinate con- 
struction of new roads, rigs and other infra- 
structure to minimize impacts to recreation 
resources and the broader landscape. Master 
Development Plans can provide a more lo- 
calized blueprint for coordinated drilling and 
development activity on a smaller scale than
a Master Leasing Plan. A Master Development 
Plan addresses two or more applications for
a permit to drill (APDs) that share a common 
drilling plan (Surface Use Plan of Operations, 
and plans for future development and produc- 
tion). Submitting a Master Development Plan 
facilitates early planning, orderly development, 
and the cumulative effects analysis for all the 
APDs expected to be drilled by an operator in a 
developing field. For example, as part of a new 
planning process35 the BLM is currently con- 
sidering the use of Master Development Plans 
to reduce impacts to water resources that are 
popular with anglers in the South Park area of 
Colorado, where hunting, fishing, and outdoor 
recreation are generating almost $17 million 
in annual revenues.36 BLM is also requiring the 
use of MDPs around Dinosaur National Monu- 
ment as a means of limiting infrastructure and 
visual and auditory impacts. 

Similarly, where oil and gas operators are
accessing a common reservoir of minerals,
BLM can require, or operators can voluntarily
agree, to “unitize” their leases. Under a unit
agreement, multiple leaseholders agree to co-
operatively develop minerals, which generally
reduces the amount of wells and other infra-
structure required. This in turn can minimize
conflicts with other multiple uses. Master
development plans and unit agreements are
both planning tools that, when used appro-
priately and include specific protections for
outdoor recreation and other multiple uses,
can reduce conflicts in areas projected for
high resource development.

Development Density Limits

In recreational areas open to energy devel-
opment, BLM can limit the allowable density
of well pads, production facilities, pipelines
and utilities to protect recreational uses and
experiences. The BLM is currently considering
this type of development density restriction
to protect recreation areas on federal lands
in the San Rafael Desert west of Canyonlands
National Park.37

Phased Leasing and Development

Phased leasing and development allow the
BLM to prioritize new leasing and energy de-
velopment authorizations on lands with indus-
try interest and high potential for successful
energy development and low levels of conflict
with other resource values. BLM adopted such
an approach in the Dinosaur Trail MLP, where it
has prioritized leasing on higher development
potential lands away from Dinosaur Nation-
al Monument before leasing on lands with
lower potential for successful development
and closer to the Monument. Similarly, in the
Absaroka Front, where migrating herds of big
game from the nearby Yellowstone National
Park attract sportsmen and wildlife watchers
from across the country, the BLM is employing
phased leasing to limit development in the
most important habitats. By issuing leases
incrementally through a strategic geographic
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approach, land managers can limit the degree
of impacts to a planning area while also allow-
ing for responsible resource development.

All of these planning tools provide land man-
agers an opportunity to better analyze plan-
ning areas through landscape level plans and
consider ahead of time whether conflicts be-
tween multiple uses can be reduced or elimi-
nated. In particular, MLPs are proven effective
strategies for ensuring that appropriate oil
and gas development can go forward while
protecting recreation experiences.

B. Implementation of Best
     Practices and Improved
     Technologies

After the planning stage when development
proposals are made, the BLM and operators
can also limit impacts to nearby recreational
resources by adopting best management prac-
tices and improved technologies. A range of
options is available to federal land managers
and oil and gas developers to minimize their
impacts to local communities and other public
land uses, including:

• Alternatives to pits used to store hy-
draulic fracturing fluids, produced water,
and other drilling materials; containment
tanks or closed loop drilling systems
should be considered

• Directional drilling to minimize surface
occupancy and consolidate drill rigs and
pumps as a means of limiting surface
impacts

• Technologies that minimize methane
leaking and flaring to prevent wasteful,
unnecessary and harmful emissions, and
reduce light pollution

• Other strategies to limit air, noise, and
water pollution, and to limit visual im-
pacts

These best management practices,38 which
can and should be evaluated at the develop-
ment stage given BLM’s broad authority and

obligation to manage for outdoor recreation
and other multiple uses, are all drilling/de-
velopment techniques that allow for smaller
surface disturbance, the ability to access
multiple locations in a reservoir, and reduce
emissions and impacts on recreation assets
while simultaneously helping to avoid con-
flicts and costly delays.39

C. Engaging the Public and
     Key Stakeholders Early and
     Often in Planning for Energy
     Development

Land managers should consider creating
communication opportunities for recreation
interests, business owners and investors, and
resource extraction companies to optimize
multiple land uses and foresee and address
potential conflicts with energy development.
Through detailed on the ground conversations
with stakeholders knowledgeable about local
needs and conditions, many conflicts can be
avoided and stakeholder goals maximized.

Community Workshops

A productive method that land managers can
pursue is to conduct—themselves or with
a 3rd party facilitator—workshops bringing
together a wide range of stakeholders to dis-
cuss proposed plans for energy development
on public lands. Many communities, like Moab,
Utah, boast popular recreation opportunities
in addition to significant potential for energy
development. In an effort to assess current
and future land uses in the Moab area the BLM
pursued its Master Leasing Plan to provide
planning and analysis prior to new leasing of
oil, gas and potash. To support this communi-
ty conversation and collaborative process, the
Keystone Policy Center facilitated two Moab
Master Leasing Plan Stakeholder Mapping
workshops in 201440 that were independent
of the BLM’s formal MLP process. These
workshops brought together a comprehensive
range stakeholders, along with federal land
managers, to share and discuss map data lay-
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ers reflecting their conservation, recreation, 
and energy and mineral development interests 
within the Moab MLP area. The workshops 
enabled participants to better understand the 
various concerns and interests held by each 
stakeholder. 

Keystone’s work resulted in a final report in 
April 2014 outlining the various stakeholders’ 
detailed needs and perspectives on specific 
regions within the MLP planning area ahead of 
the BLM’s formal process.41 This in turn greatly 
informed the BLM’s decision making process, 
brought meaningful protections to recre- 
ation experiences, and avoided unnecessary 
conflicts between outdoor enthusiasts and 
energy developers in the region. 

Enhancing Information Sharing and 
NEPA Processes 

The BLM has in place a strong foundation for 
providing the public with information and op- 
portunities to engage in the NEPA process for 
proposed energy development.42 This includes 
several opportunities for the public and key 
stakeholders to review and provide comments 
on proposed leases and the preparation of 
environmental analyses for those leases. The 
BLM also shares critical information, including 
GIS data, maps, and reports about proposed 
leases, that allows recreation users and busi- 
nesses to identify potential conflicts, such 
as mountain bike trails, camping areas, and 
OHV routes before leases are issued. Doing so
not only helps ensure that BLM has the right 
protections in place for recreations assets, 
but also avoids conflicts down the road when
leases are proposed for development. The BLM 
should build on this existing framework to 
enhance the information that is being shared 
with the public about development proposals, 
and create more and better opportunities to 
engage with the public and stakeholders. 

County Public Land Officials 

To date many counties that are fortunate 
enough to have full time public land employ- 

ees, do not include recreation management
in that person’s job description. Traditionally,
industry representatives have been much
more present and engaged in county activi-
ties and have thus been the primary focus of
county public land officials. However, as local
businesses and their investors learn more
about risks to recreation assets on public
lands which could affect their investment or
relocation decisions, they will be increasingly
active at the county level. Similar trends are
being seen with recreation groups, such as
mountain biking or climbing clubs and advo-
cacy groups. Counties have the opportunity to
be liaisons to recreation interests and take
responsible steps to protect income-generat-
ing recreation assets on nearby public lands.
But this will require an explicit commitment
by local governments to require public land
officials to communicate regularly, not just
with extractive industry representatives, but
also with recreation interests and others who
depend on our public lands. In addition, coun-
ties should take steps to support policies
that foster a supportive business environment
for outdoor recreation, including the protec-
tion of recreation assets. An example of this
is in Utah’s Emery County where a fulltime
staff position actively conducts field checks
and monitors a wide range of activities to
optimize public land uses and ensure that
development proposals do not unnecessarily
conflict with other uses such as recreation
and events.43

County Sponsored Public Land
Committees

County sponsored public land committees are
generally populated by volunteers, sometimes
with a paid volunteer coordinator. Often they
begin with a particular focus on trails for both
motorized and non-motorized use, but on
occasion the need for additional public land
discussion can lead to groups with a broader
focus. Monthly committee meetings allow the
public to interface with county and public land
officials at regular intervals, as opposed to
only when there is a crisis or during an official
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End Notes
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com/2017/03/oil gas states forced cut education spending.html.
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8 See https://www.trails2000.org.
9 See http://www.discovermoab.com.
10 See https://thinkprogress.org/obama administration proposes first ever protections for recreation lands near moab utah 68ca82e7472.
11 See http://www.moabsunnews.com/news/article_5c8e6134 474c 11e5 9b94 0b6727cec4cc.html.
12 See Moab MLP FEIS Chapter 4, p. 4 61. https://eplanning.blm.gov/epl front office/projects/lup/68430/87868/105214/MLP_FEIS_
Chapter 4.pdf.
13 See https://the journal.com/articles/1825 where to put 3 000 new gas wells in southwest colorado.
14 See http://westernvaluesproject.org/wp content/uploads/2016/08/Parks Drilling Report 8 24 16 .pdf.
15 See Moab MLP FEIS Chapter 4, p. 4 106. https://eplanning.blm.gov/epl front office/projects/lup/68430/87868/105214/MLP_FEIS_
Chapter 4.pdf.
16 See https://www.eenews.net/assets/2017/02/13/document_gw_06.pdf.
17 BLM, EA for Aug. 2014 Oil and Gas Lease Sale.
18 See http://insideenergy.org/2014/10/09/oil development impacts on theodore roosevelt national park/.
19 See https://deq.utah.gov/locations/G/greenriver/greenriversaltwash.htm.
20 For example, see https://www.stgeorgeutah.com/news/archive/2017/03/13/jla over 40000 comments received on zion national park oil
gas leasing proposal/#.WOZrvVKZPAw and http://www.sltrib.com/home/5035984 155/park service local governments decry oil.
21 See 43 U.S.C. § 1701(l).
22 See http://legcounsel.house.gov/Comps/mla.pdf.
23 See https://www.congress.gov/109/plaws/publ58/PLAW 109publ58.pdf.
24 See Multiple Use and Sustained Yield Act of 1960, Public Law 86 517, 86th Congress (June 12, 1960), § 4(b).
25 See 43 U.S.C. § 1702(c).
26 See New Mexico ex rel. Richardson v. BLM, 565 F.3d 683, 710 (10th Cir. 2009).
27 See Multiple Use and Sustained Yield Act of 1960, Public Law 86 517, 86th Congress (June 12, 1960), § 4(b).
28 Id.
29 See https://www.blm.gov/or/regulations/files/FLPMA.pdf.
30 See https://www.fs.fed.us/emc/nfma/includes/NFMA1976.pdf.
31 Id.
32 Most of these options are discussed in the Dinosaur Trail MLP at p. 2 45 https://eplanning.blm.gov/epl front office/projects/
lup/65266/79043/91308/2015_Oil_and_Gas_Development_RMPA_ROD.pdf.
33 See http://publiclandsolutions.org/city of moab thanks bureau of land management for balanced final moab master leasing plan/.
34 See http://publiclandsolutions.org/wp content/uploads/2015/11/Moab MLP DEIS Business Letter 111315.pdf
35 See https://eplanning.blm.gov/epl front office/eplanning/planAndProjectSite.
do?methodName=dispatchToPatternPage&currentPageId=53991.
36 See http://www.ourpubliclands.org/news/sportsmen blm right track plan cos south park.
37 See https://eplanning.blm.gov/epl front office/projects/nepa/61781/93139/112238/SRD_MLP_Appendix_B_ _Public_Review.pdf at p. 9.
38 http://www.oilandgasbmps.org/docs/GEN161 DirectionalDrilling_BCA.pdf.
39 http://www.oilandgasbmps.org/resources/development.php.
40 See https://www.keystone.org/our work/environment/moab master leasing plan/.
41 Id.
42 See BLM Instruction Memorandum 2010 117.
43 See http://www.emerycounty.com/publiclands/index.htm.
44 See http://www.grandcountyutah.net/223/Trail Mix Committee.
45 See http://business.utah.gov/programs/outdoor/.
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II. Economic Development in the 21st Century

Utah’s population is growing twice as fast 
as the rest of the nation, and is expected to 
increase from 2.8 million in 2012 to 6.8 mil- 
lion by 2060.2 Population increases will affect 
most regions of the state, especially San 
Juan County which is the fastest growing 
county in the nation by percentage according 
to census figures.3 To accommodate this 
growth, a new economic development plan is 
needed to capitalize on increased growth and 
visitation. 

Traditionally, community economic develop- 
ment plans have focused on investments in 
infrastructure, improvements in education,
and favorable business tax structures and
incentives. In the 21st century these com-
ponents are not enough. Successful com-
munities in both rural and urban settings are 
tapping into the recreation economy, includ- 
ing cultural tourism and outdoor recreation
activities, as long-term economic drivers that
can supplement existing industries and main-
tain respect for traditional lifestyles. 

Communities that have proactively supported 
and invested in recreation and cultural assets 
are seeing not just increases in visitors, but 
also an improved ability to recruit business- 
es and create a wide range of jobs. In the
American West, national parks have long
provided gateway communities with a steady
stream of revenue. But the concept of a gate-
way community is expanding to include any 
place with recreation assets, such as trails, 
canyons, or river access. This has led to an
economic revival in a large array of places
from Fruita, Colorado to Bentonville, Arkan-
sas, to East Burke, Vermont—places with
no particular defining cultural or geological 
feature. And while these locations are seeing 
steady and improving economic diversity, 
the advantage still goes to the truly unique 
locations like San Juan County. 

Moreover, macroeconomic trends in the 21st
century have led to increasing mobility in all
segments of the population, bringing im-
portant economic diversity to communities
that previously depended almost exclusively
on tourism or traditional industries such as
agriculture, ranching, and resource extraction.
Businesses that can locate wherever they
want are choosing cities and towns with
access to outdoor recreation, bringing a new
source of job creation to these areas. As
such, the trend of growing economies ad-
jacent to national parks and monuments is
likely to continue.

According to the US Travel Association,

U.S. Travel economists expect the share of

international visitors stopping at U.S. national

parks during their trips here to steadily increase.

The total number of overseas arrivals to the U.S.

is expected to reach 40 million in 2017, and the

share of these travelers that visit a national park

or monument is projected to increase to 36.5

percent. As a result, national parks and monuments

will likely receive about 14.6 million overseas

travelers in 2017, up 7.3 percent from 2015. 4

U.S. Travel Association President Roger Dow

explains,

There are a number of good theories as to why

[growth estimates are so significant]—one is

that many of the country’s prime attractions,

like the Grand Canyon or Yellowstone, can’t be

replicated just by going to a cheaper country;

another is that the U.S. offers world-class

activities at the full range of price points, from

the tip-top of luxury to the freest of the free.5
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III. Utah and San Juan County: Current Economic Statistics

The State of Utah is outperforming much
of the rest of the country in terms of job
growth and economic prosperity. In 2016,
Utah added jobs at more than twice the pace
of the nation, and the unemployment rate is
at an eight-year low. The Salt Lake Chamber
of Commerce’s annual Utah Economic Re-
view reported that Utah added an estimated
49,500 jobs in 2016 and the state’s 3.6
percent employment growth was more than
double the national rate.6 Utah’s leisure and
hospitality sector posted 6.1 percent job
growth in 2016, fueled by low unemployment
and rising wages; the growth in travel and
tourism activity is evidenced by a record
number of visitors to Utah in 2016.7 Although
the Wasatch Front attracts the largest share
of this economic activity, much of southern
Utah’s economy has also been growing well
above the national average for several years,
powered by relatively low unemployment and
cost of living.8

However, San Juan County, with a population
of 15,152, is not experiencing the econom-
ic boom benefitting the rest of the state.
With over 28 percent of its population below
the poverty level, and unemployment at 7.5
percent,9 the typical household in San Juan
County earns $18,435 less than the typical
Utah household. In 2016, San Juan Coun-
ty had Utah’s lowest per capita income at
$23,399—only 60 percent of the average
statewide—and a median household income
at $41,484, over $20,000 lower than the
state’s average.10 While much of the rest of
Utah has seen strong economic growth by
attracting both visitors and quality of life
businesses that appreciate and value of the
state’s recreation assets and world class
landscape as both a recruiting and reten-
tion advantage, San Juan County’s economy
has remained primarily reliant on traditional
extractive industries.

Agriculture and ranching are important com-
ponents of the San Juan County economy,
yet over the years this sector continues to
decrease as a percentage of occupations in
the county.11 Oil and gas development in San
Juan County,12 as measured by mineral lease
payments to the county, has dropped by near-
ly 53 percent in recent years from a high in
2014 of $1.635 million to $761,000 in 2016,
with similar expectations for 2017.13 Losses
in San Juan County mining and construction
jobs were partially offset by increases in
leisure/hospitality and government,14 but by
economic metrics statistically the county
remains the poorest in the state.

However, San Juan County has an opportunity
to increase revenues and diversify its econ-
omy by capitalizing on the attention created
by the Bears Ears National Monument desig-
nation. The Bears Ears combines a stunning
landscape and unmatched recreation oppor-
tunities with growing public interest in the
cultural resources of the West including both
Native American and early LDS pioneer histo-
ry. The town of Bluff saw its first European
settlement by LDS pioneers in 1890 via the
“Hole in the Rock” route, and both the Native
American and Mormon cultural resources are
key assets that could drive increased visi-
tation and resulting revenues to San Juan
County.

Importantly, the establishment of Bears Ears
National Monument precludes very few exist-
ing uses of public land in San Juan County.
Perhaps the most significant traditional use
of monument lands is grazing, and the na-
tional monument proclamation was careful to
maintain that grazing permits “will continue
to apply” within the monument. And with re-
gard to resource extraction—oil, gas, potash,
and uranium mining—most of this activity
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VI. Recreation Tourism in Bears Ears National Monument

In addition to the many outstanding cultural
attractions found in San Juan County, the
Bears Ears region is famous for its adventur-
ous recreational opportunities. The following
locations are outstanding destinations for
tourists to explore in the new Bears Ears
National Monument. These locations are im-

portant to consider both in the management
plan to ensure appropriate protections, carry
capacity, and user protocols, but also in the
county economic development plan that can
appropriately market them for cultural and
adventure tourism purposes.

Lockhart Basin is a remote and scenic valley near the Colorado River that borders Canyonlands Na
tional Park and offers mountain biking opportunities as well as a world famous jeep trail.

Indian Creek is a gateway canyon to Canyonlands National Park and a world class rock climbing desti
nation. Visitors can also see rock art at Newspaper Rock State Park and in Harts Draw.

Beef Basin is a unique, high elevation archaeological area with many well preserved surface sites. Due
to its remoteness, Beef Basin is less frequented by visitors and is a place of solitude, beauty and archaeo
logical wonder.

Abajo Mountains and Elk Ridge are essential hunting grounds and gathering areas for contem
porary Ute, Navajo, and other native peoples. This area is also rich with remote Ancestral Puebloan sites,
dwellings and rock art.

White Canyon and its dozens of tributaries are filled with recreational activities for hikers, backpack
ers and canyoneers.

Bears Ears are twin buttes that overlook Cedar Mesa and create a landmark visible for many miles.
Navajo Headman Manuelito was born near the buttes, and the site is sacred to Navajo people.

Moqui Canyon and Mancos Mesa are remote, scenic areas containing archaeological sites,
important big horn sheep habitat, and many archaeological areas in its canyons and high elevation mesas.

Nokai Dome & Mikes Canyon is a remote and untouched area of dramatic canyons that drain
into the San Juan River.

San Juan River is a world famous river float along the border between the Navajo Nation and the
Bears Ears area. The river provides access to spectacular scenery, desert flora and fauna, archaeology and
geology.

Valley of the Gods is a geologic wonderland with striking red rock monuments that rise sharply from
the valley floor. These freestanding sandstone monoliths are celebrated by photographers, rock climbers and
Native Americans.

Cottonwood Wash is a major canyon system that was heavily used by ancient people. It offers many
natural features along with dwelling sites, rock art panels, great houses and great kivas for respectful
visitation.

Comb Ridge is a dramatic geologic fold that runs from the Abajo Mountains to northern Arizona.
Frequented by hikers, the Comb has a very high density of archaeological sites, testifying to thousands of
years of occupation by Ancestral Pueblo, as well as Navajo and Ute people.

Cedar Mesa is a wild cultural landscape sacred to many Native American people, including the Pueblos,
Utes, Paiutes, Hopi, and Navajo. With more than 56,000 archaeological sites and four wilderness study
areas, Cedar Mesa is perhaps the best place in the U.S. to visit well preserved cliff dwellings in a remote
setting where solitude is still possible.

FOIA001:01697308

DOI-2021-02 00871





14 | Economic Development Planning for Cultural Tourism in Bears Ears National Monument

VIII. Potential Business Opportunities
Many industries of all types can point to a
significant development that brought their
industry into the mainstream, a moment in
time that lead to achieving critical mass for
that industry, but which also significantly
improved the business climate for existing
participants. The creation of Bears Ears
National Monument may be that moment for
many San Juan County businesses. 

The establishment of a well-designed monu- 
ment management plan, in conjunction with 
an economic development plan for the county, 
will benefit businesses in the area. Many 
San Juan County businesses already exist 
that can service tourists wishing to visit 

the region. These include a range of food and
lodging establishments32 located throughout
the county, as well as several outfitters that
can guide tourists on hunting, trail rides,
float trips, hiking, jeeping /ATV, canyoneering,
mountain biking, rock climbing, and arche-
ological trips.33 By expanding the focus of
these businesses on cultural tourism, while
creating space for Native-driven entrepre-
neurship within the Bears Ears National Mon-
ument, existing business are likely to grow
and additional businesses will be needed. The
following examples demonstrate possible
new business opportunities that are likely to
emerge with the establishment of Bears Ears
as a national monument.

Guides and Outfitters: Demand for motorized and non motorized outings in the monument is likely
to increase. As mentioned above, a variety of permitted outfitters already exist in the region, and these
businesses should be considered as new permit opportunities arise. To protect the resource and enhance
the visitor experience, outfitters can provide a range of activities from those lasting just a few hours to
those covering several days. There is an opportunity for enhancing the cultural component of the outfitting
experience both with regard to the extensive Native history of the area and regarding LDS settlers. So in
addition to the normal interpretive requirement associated with guiding visitors, other cultural experiences
unique to the region, including Native owned businesses, must be considered when reviewing the need for
permitted outfitter activities.

Activity Permits: There may be both a need and an opportunity for a variety of additional specific
activity permits, either inside the monument or adjacent to it close to nearby communities. New activity
permits could include things as simple as shuttle services for certain point to point trail experiences,
or something that requires more infrastructure that might be located outside the monument boundary.
Planners should also consider relatively low impact business opportunities for native people, such as es
tablishing vending zones (jewelry, pottery, crafts and food), homestay/Airbnb, cultural immersion camping,
horseback rides, among other business opportunities and target special use/business permits targeting
underserved native communities.

Visitor Infrastructure: Many popular tourism communities suffer from poor zoning and mix of com
mercial developments, and it is important to plan for new businesses catering to an influx of tourists and
the issues an expanded workforce brings. Problems can range from the availability of water to affordable
and available housing to unplanned hotel and restaurant development. San Juan County has an opportunity
to use an economic development planning process as a catalyst for getting ahead of these challenges.
Population growth and visitation in the region has already occurred,  and with this in mind, the communi
ties of the county could work to establish some capacity calculations to shape the future of their towns.
Rethinking zoning and commercial districts now could provide local residents with an important opportunity
to control and manage the future of their communities, as opposed to reacting ad hoc to population growth,
increased visitation and the sprawl experienced by some unplanned tourist communities.

Infrastructure Planning and Supporting Professionals: Community growth and
increased visitation will spur the need to plan for new infrastructure and services to meet demand and
expectations while preserving San Juan County’s community character. For example, a revenue to plan to
implement smart infrastructure growth such water, sewer, paved roads, airports, and broadband will be
needed as will professional services from health care to accounting to technology. These supporting profes
sionals will also create jobs and business opportunities for local residents.
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IX. Policy Recommendations for a Successful Cultural
 Tourism Economy in San Juan County
Essential to the success of growing cultural
tourism as a sector of San Juan County’s
economy is full federal funding of a manage-
ment plan for the newly established BENM.
Also important is an open and inclusive
planning process for locals and other stake-
holders to participate, providing meaningful
opportunities for input while also developing
a complimentary economic development plan
that prepares the county for future growth.

Bears Ears National Monument
Management Plan

For economic development associated with
cultural tourism to be successful in and
around Bears Ears National Monument, the
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and U.S.
Forest Service (USFS) must develop, with a
range of interested stakeholders, a strong
management plan that incorporates guidance
from the tribes about protecting cultural re-
sources and incorporating traditional knowl-
edge in the management of the region.35 A
landscape level analysis with a broad range of
stakeholder input can ensure that sensitive
locations are managed appropriately and that
local entities have a hand in the development
of the project. Robust funding is necessary
to develop the management plan itself but
also for BLM and USFS law enforcement to
ensure protections for cultural resources and
the natural beauty of the area. A well-funded
monument plan will ensure that appropriate
existing uses—such as grazing and other
uses outlined in the proclamation—are
protected while new opportunities for eco-
nomic development using cultural tourism are
planned and implemented such that sensitive
resources are preserved.36 In this way, a con-
trolled increase in economic production can
be facilitated without harming on-going uses
in the monument.

In developing a management plan that fulfills
the purposes of protecting and restoring

the objects identified in the proclamation
establishing Bear Ears National Monument,
the USFS and BLM are directed to provide for
maximum public involvement and consider
local and stakeholder input. It’s critical that
San Juan County residents, in consultation
with federally recognized tribes and State and
local governments, help design and imple-
ment the future of the Bears Ears landscape
and its uses.

As stated in the BENM proclamation, most
current appropriate uses will continue
including:

Motorized and non-motorized vehicle use
as authorized through a transportation
plan,
Permitted grazing “shall continue to
apply,” and
The State of Utah shall continue to
exercise its authority regarding fish and
wildlife management.

Local residents and other stakeholders shall
provide essential advice regarding how mon-
ument uses are administered. To incorporate
public input into the BENM management plan,
the USFS and BLM are to establish an 

r   consisting of State and local
governments, tribes, recreational users, local
business owners, and private landowners.
This advisory committee and other opportuni-
ties for public participation and input are key
moments for San Juan County residents to
influence plan outcomes and design their own
futures on issues such as transportation,
grazing and other uses of the monument.
Also directed by the proclamation is a tribal
commission to provide guidance and recom-
mendations that ensure that management
decisions reflect tribal expertise and tradi-
tional and historical knowledge. This 

 —consisting of one elect-
ed officer each from the Hopi Tribe, Navajo

Local residents and

other stakeholders

shall provide essential

advice regarding

how monument uses

are administered.
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 X. Conclusion

San Juan County is significantly underper-
forming the State of Utah and the nation as 
a whole on a number of economic metrics. 
While Utah is adding jobs at twice the rate as 
the country, San Juan County is the poorest 
in the state with high unemployment double 
the state’s rate and per capita incomes only 
60 percent of the average statewide. Several 
factors contribute to the baseline economic 
condition of San Juan County, including an 
over-reliance on extractive industry that 
often fluctuates wildly with global commodity 
prices. 

However, San Juan County boasts a world- 
class and diverse landscape of canyons, 
rivers and mountains that is the envy of 
most places in the country. In addition, the 
Cedar Mesa region especially holds one of 
the largest concentrations of preserved 
archaeological resources in the world. And 
this, combined with the newly created Bears 
Ears National Monument, brings a ready-made
marketing campaign for cultural tourism that 
can significantly diversify and boost San Juan 
County’s economy. 

Research shows that national monuments
greatly benefit surrounding communities
especially in rural areas like San Juan County.
In addition, many case studies—including by 
Native American Tribes that support the mon- 
ument designation—model what an appropri- 
ate and successful cultural tourism program 
might look like at Bears Ears. This expanded
economic sector will not displace exist- 
ing multiple uses of the area’s public land; 
indeed, the economic growth from cultural 
tourism will allow many local families and 
residents the option for local jobs instead of 
having to leave the area for work. By building
on existing businesses that increase their
focus on cultural tourism, San Juan County
can attract more tourists and business en-
trepreneurs who will contribute to improving
the economy of southeastern Utah.

Key to accomplishing this goal is the devel-
opment of a fully-funded management plan
for Bears Ears National Monument that can
outline appropriate uses and protections for
sensitive areas, and permitting for appro-
priate ongoing prior uses such as grazing.
However, this monument plan must also be
accompanied by a county-driven economic
development plan that can customize and
support business opportunities that take
advantage of the world-class cultural tourism
and adventure recreation found at Bears Ears.

A sustainable and improving economy for
San Juan County that respects local goals,
existing businesses, and traditional land use
is within reach. The County has an opportu-
nity to utilize the monument management
planning process, combined with an economic
development plan focused on opportunities
presented by the new monument, by:

• Creating its own distinctive brand of cul-
tural tourism that draws from its unique
history

• Catering the tourism experience to meet
the needs Utah residents from across the
state

• Compliments existing uses and economic
sectors within San Juan County

• Analyzes capacity and planning for the
amount of desired growth

Growth in the region is inevitable, and San
Juan County is well-positioned to utilize its
rich cultural history and fascinating land-
scapes to create a well-planned future of its
own making.

Research shows

that national

monuments greatly

benefit surrounding

communities especially

in rural areas like

San Juan County.
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End Notes

1 See https://www.blm.gov/documents/nevada/public room/blm library/bears ears national monument
proclamation.

2 See http://business.utah.gov/publications/population/.

3 See http://www.deseretnews.com/article/865676241/Census San Juan County is fastest growing county in
US.html.

4 See https://www.ustravel.org/press/study more overseas visitors choosing us national parks.

5 Id.

6 See 2017 Economic Report to the Governor, at https://www.stgeorgeutah.com/wp content/
uploads/2017/01/2017 Economic Report to the Governor Highlights.pdf.

7 According to the Utah Office of Tourism, tourism is a key driver in Utah’s economy, with travelers spending $8.17
billion in 2015 and contributing $1.15 billion in total state and local taxes. The Kem C. Gardner Policy Institute
notes that income taxes from tourism related jobs contributed more than $100 million to Utah schools in 2015,
and gas taxes, from travelers contributed more than $100 million to Utah’s transportation and infrastructure.

8 2017 Economic Report to the Governor, at https://www.stgeorgeutah.com/wp content/
uploads/2017/01/2017 Economic Report to the Governor Highlights.pdf.

9 See https://datausa.io/profile/geo/san juan county ut/#intro. Compared to other counties, San Juan County
has an unusually high number of mining, quarrying, oil, gas extraction, with the highest paying industries by
median earnings are utilities; educational services, mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction. By share,
accommodation and food service represents 8.6% of San Juan County’s industry, and arts, entertainment and
recreation represents 4.8 of the county’s industries.

10 See https://datausa.io/profile/geo/san juan county ut/.

11 See Id.

12  As of October 2014 San Juan County had 3,568 wells on file and 509 producing wells, see http://www.
drillingedge.com/utah/san juan county, but in both 2016 and 2017 there was only one application to the BLM for
a permit to drill a new well. Today (3/17) there is no new drilling in the county; the industry had a significant drop
in early 2015 right after the latest price crash, http://www.macrotrends.net/1369/crude oil price history chart.

13 See https://www.udot.utah.gov/main/f?p=100:pg:0::::V,T:,135.

14 See https://jobs.utah.gov/wi/regions/county/sanjuan.html.

15 See https://www.smallbusinessmajority.org/sites/default/files/research reports/040616 Economic Impacts
of Obama Administration Natural National Monuments.pdf.

16 See http://www.sanjuancounty.org/documents/2008%20SJC%20Materplan.pdf.

17 See http://medora.com/.

18  See http://www.ndtourism.com/sites/default/master/files/pdf/2016AnnualReport.pdf.

19  See http://leavenworth.org/.

20  See http://www.hillcumorah.org/pageant_welcome.php#?af=tl.

21  See http://www.deseretnews.com/article/700096037/San Juan County stakes its future on tourism.html.

22  See http://www.hirf.org.

23 See https://www.lds.org/church/news/newest church historic site dedicated in utah bluff fort?lang=eng.

24  See http://www.ashiwi.org.

25 See http://zunipueblomainstreet.org/about us/.

26 See http://hopi.org/visiting hopi/.

27 See http://navajonationparks.org/htm/monumentvalley.htm, http://www.discovernavajo.com.

28 See http://www.discovernavajo.com/indian cultural tour.aspx.
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