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The following is a summary of some recent public lands legislation that combines conservation, 

recreation, and economic development. These bills cover five states – Nevada, Utah, Montana, 

California, and Idaho. Each bill reflects years of negotiation and outreach, and each provides 

benefits to multiple stakeholders.  

 

As the following examples show, success begets success. The successful Clark County effort in 

Nevada (2002) was followed by similarly successful efforts in Lincoln County (2004), White Pine 

County (2006), and Lyon and Humboldt counties (2014). The successful Owyhee effort in Idaho 

(2009) was followed by the Boulder-White Clouds effort (2015), and other efforts that are still 

under development. In Utah, the successful Washington County effort (2009) is being followed by 

the Utah Public Lands Initiative, currently under development.  

 

These and other bills remain outstanding examples of how local stakeholders can develop ‘win-win’ 

solutions that advance land conservation, support economic development, and enhance recreational 

opportunities.  

 

Overview of Successful Legislation 

 

Successful public lands legislation that includes conservation, recreation, and economic 

development components share several attributes. These include:  

 Strong Congressional leadership—Every successful effort has had a committed 

Congressional champion who made developing and passing legislation a high priority. 

Strong leadership is needed to bring stakeholders together, define what is and is not possible 

in legislation, garner support, and to advance legislation once introduced. The importance of 

this leadership cannot be overstated. There simply is no way to succeed without it.  

 A commitment to ‘win win’—With collaboratively developed legislation, no stakeholder 

will get everything they want. Successful legislation needs to be balanced, and put all 

interests ahead of the status quo.  

 Broad stakeholder support—Passing legislation in a divided Congress requires bipartisan 

support and building this support means the legislation must be embraced by a diverse array 

of stakeholders. Successful public land legislative efforts share the attribute of garnering 

broad support from diverse stakeholders.  

 Smaller is better—Each of the successful legislative efforts have covered defined region 

spanning a single, or at most, two counties. These efforts have been built at the local level 

by local stakeholders.  

 Avoid poison pills—Successful legislation avoids hot-button issues like hard release that 

will be very controversial in Congress and will ultimately bog down legislative efforts.   
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Successful Legislation with Conservation, Recreation, and Economic Development 
 

SAWTOOTH NATIONAL REC. AREA AND JERRY PEAK WILDERNESS ADDNS. ACT (2015) 

(Central Idaho Economic Development and Recreation Act) 

State: Idaho  

Supported by: Sen. Jim Risch (R), Sen. Mike Crapo (R), Rep. Mike Simpson (R) 

Conservation:  

 Designated 275,000 acres of wilderness.  

Other components: 

 Conveyed Federal land to Blaine County, Custer County, Challis, Clayton, and Stanley for 

various public purposes.  

 Other economic development components included in other legislation.  

Background: After being blocked for a decade by motorized recreation interests and Congressional 

opposition, conservation supporters proposed the area for national monument designation. This 

threat brought diverse interests to the table, and the revised legislation was passed in six months. 

Rep. Simpson was very committed to seeing the legislation through, and had previously secured 

appropriations for the county that supported the legislation.   

 

 

NORTHERN NEVADA LAND CONSERVATION AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ACT (2014) 

State: Nevada  

Supported by: Rep. Mark Amodei (R), Rep. Joe Heck (R), Rep. Dina Titus (D), Rep. Steven 

Horsford (D), Sen. Dean Heller (R), Sen. Harry Reid (D) 

Conservation:  

 Established two new wilderness areas totaling 71,000 acres.  

Economic development: 

 Sold 11,000 acres of Federal land to Yerington to facilitate copper mine expansion.  

 Sold or conveyed Federal land to Carlin, Elko, Fernley, and Storey County.  

Other components:  

 Conveyed land to Moak Tribe of Western Shoshone.  

 Required land exchange.  

 Resolved Fallon Naval Air Station housing.  

 Released portions of wilderness study areas.  

Background: This legislation resulted from several locally-driven efforts that were ultimately 

merged together after each bill was introduced and heard separately into a single piece of 

legislation. One effort was developed through a locally-driven collaborative process that involved 

diverse stakeholders and resulted in wilderness designation, a small amount of WSA release, and a 

land exchange. The other legislation was the result of efforts to expand a copper mine. Wilderness 

designation was coupled with a land conveyance to facilitate the mine expansion, in order to make 

the legislation balanced and more broadly supported.  
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ROCKY MOUNTAIN FRONT HERITAGE ACT (2014) 

State: Montana  

Supported by: Sen. Max Baucus (D), Sen. Jon Tester (D), Sen. Steve Daines (R) 

Conservation:  

 Designated 68,000 acres of wilderness.  

 Established conservation management area.  

Other components: 

 Including weed management component favored by ranchers.  

 Coupled with legislation that exchanged coal development rights, extended hydropower and 

irrigation leases, and released two WSAs.   

Background: This legislation was the result of a long-term effort to provide permanent protection 

for a place with high ecological and recreational values. The legislation was built at the local level 

by a coalition of stakeholders including ranchers, outfitters, landowners, sportsmen, and 

conservationists, who sought permanent protection for the front. The components of the legislation, 

including wilderness, a conservation management area, and a weed management program, were all 

the result of these local conversations. At the end of the day, the legislation was merged with other 

legislative proposals and signed into law along with dozens of other bills. Senators Baucus and 

Tester championed the legislation.  

 

 

EASTERN SIERRA AND NORTHERN SAN GABRIEL WILD HERITAGE ACT (2009) 

State: California  

Supported by: Rep. Buck McKeon (R), Sen. Barbara Boxer (D) 

Conservation:  

 Designated 470,000 acres of wilderness.  

 Established Ancient Bristlecone Pine Forest 

 Designated several wild and scenic rivers.  

Recreation:  

 Established Bridgeport Winter Recreation Area.  

 Required snowmobile use on specified management area.  

Other components:  

 Released four wilderness study areas totaling approximately 50,000 acres.  

Background: This legislation was the result of years of intensive local negotiations that occurred 

among various stakeholders through an informal process involving no collaborative group. County 

supervisors played a key role, and Congressman McKeon and Sen. Boxer played key roles in 

shepherding the process forward, prior to and after the introduction of legislation.  

 

 

WASHINGTON COUNTY GROWTH AND CONSERVATION ACT (2009) 

State: Utah  

Supported by: Sen. Robert Bennett (R), Sen. Orrin Hatch (R), Rep. Jim Matheson (D), Rep. Chris 

Cannon (R), Rep. Rob Bishop (R) 

Conservation:  

 Established 15 wilderness areas totaling 250,000 acres.  

 Established two national conservation areas.  

 Designated numerous wild and scenic rivers.  

 Required BLM to identify priority biological areas.  
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Recreation:  

 Established High Desert Off-Highway Vehicle Trail.  

 Required comprehensive travel management plan.  

Economic development:  

 Authorized sale of lands identified by BLM for disposal.  

Other components:  

 Required land exchange.  

 Transferred land to Shivwits Tribe.  

 Conveyed Federal land to St. George, Hurricane, Washington County, the Washington 

County Public School District for various public purposes.  

 Released portions of wilderness study areas.  

Background: This legislation was originally based on the work of a local organization that 

developed a long-term vision for the management of public lands in southwest Utah. The original 

proposal included wilderness, conservation areas, and the establishment of motorized vehicle 

routes, land disposal, planning, public purpose conveyances, and more. The original proposal was 

modified significantly through the years to address concerns – some proposed land sales were 

dropped, and conservation areas expanded. As a result, the legislation had broad support when it 

passed in 2009. Senator Bennett championed the legislation throughout and devoted significant 

energy to securing its passage.  

 

 

OWYHEE PUBLIC LAND MANAGEMENT ACT (2009) 

State: Idaho  

Supported by: Sen. Mike Crapo (R)  

Conservation:  

 Established 6 wilderness areas totaling 517,000 acres.  

 Established numerous wild and scenic rivers.  

Economic development: 

 Authorized sale of lands identified by BLM for disposal.  

Other components:  

 Established Owyhee Science Review and Conservation Center to improve rangeland 

management.  

 Authorized retirement of grazing permits.  

 Required new travel management plans.  

 Released wilderness study areas.  

Background: This effort was initiated after conservation groups proposed a national monument in 

the Owyhee Desert region of southern Idaho. The threat of a monument brought local ranchers and 

county commissioners to the table to discuss public lands legislation. Ultimately, an agreement was 

reached to designate new wilderness, release certain WSAs, establish a science center to review 

grazing policy, retire grazing permits, and do new travel management. Senator Crapo was a stalwart 

champion of the legislation throughout the process.  
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Pending Efforts with Conservation, Recreation, and Economic Development 
 

UTAH PUBLIC LANDS INITIATIVE 
State: Utah  

Supported by: Rep. Rob Bishop (R), Rep. Jason Chaffetz (R) 

Conservation:  

 Designates two million acres of wilderness.  

 Designates two million acres of conservation areas. 

 Designates 300 miles of wild and scenic river.  

 Expands Arches National Park.  

 Includes other designations.   

Recreation:  

 Establishes eight recreation areas, totaling over 350,000 acres.  

 Creates a long-distance ORV route.  

 Includes several land conveyances for public purposes.  

Economic Development:  

 Requires energy leasing on lands identified for leasing in BLM plans.  

 Requires massive state-Federal land exchange.  

 Requires sale of specified BLM land.  

Other components:  

 Releases five WSAs totaling 65,000 acres.  

 Grants the State of Utah right-of-ways on all BLM routes outside conserved areas.  

 Includes public purpose conveyances, cooperative management of certain lands, land 

exchanges, and other provisions.  

Background: The Utah Public Lands Initiative is the closest model for the Wyoming Public Lands 

Initiative. The Utah effort was initiated by Reps. Bishop and Chaffetz in 2012 to resolve long-

standing disputes over public land management in Utah. The effort aims to advance conservation, 

recreation, and economic development through locally-developed proposals. The initiative spans 

seven counties, and each county, led by their respective county commission, has developed their 

own proposal. There are significant differences in how each county developed their proposal, and 

the level of buy-in secured at the county level. Thus, there are varying levels of support for the 

various county initiatives.  

 

The vast differences in geography and politics in the various counties has also led to differing 

“asks” on economic development. Energy is a driver in some counties; receiving road rights-of-

ways a driver in others; forest management a driver in others. This has led to complex negotiations 

in many counties. Because complete agreement was only reached in two counties, the 

Congressional delegation is in the position of acting as “referee” and crafting proposals that may not 

have full stakeholder support. The proposal is vastly larger in scope than anything that has passed 

Congress in recent decades.  

 

 

FOREST JOBS AND RECREATION ACT 
State: Montana 

Supported by: Sen. Jon Tester (D) 

Conservation:  
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 Designates 670,000 acres of wilderness. 

Recreation: Establishes over 390,000 acres of special management areas and recreation 

management areas.  

Forestry:  

 Requires restoration forestry on 100,000 acres of national forest land. 

 Provides limited streamlining of environmental review for restoration projects.  

Other components:  

 Limited WSA release.  

Background: The Forest Jobs and Recreation Act is the result of three different locally-driven 

collaborative efforts in three different regions of Montana. These efforts combine designation of 

wilderness, establishment of recreation areas, and forestry. The legislation has faced opposition 

from motorized interests and county commissioners who oppose some wilderness designations.  

 

 

Other Successful Legislation with Conservation, Recreation, and Economic 

Development 
 

WHITE PINE COUNTY CONSERVATION, RECREATION, AND DEVELOPMENT ACT (2006) 

State: Nevada  

Supported by: Sen. John Ensign (R), Sen. Harry Reid (D) 

Conservation:  

 Created or expanded 14 wilderness areas totaling 558,000 acres. 

 Provided new funding for conservation.  

Recreation:  

 Established a Silver State Off-Highway Vehicle Trail.  

Economic development:  

 Required sale of 45,000 acres of Federal land.  

 Conveyed 1,700 acres of Federal land to White Pine County for an airport expansion and 

industrial park.  

 Required lining the All-American Canal and construction of a water storage facility.  

Other components:  

 Transferred 3,500 acres to Ely Shoshone Tribe.  

 Conveyed over 9,000 acres of Federal land to Nevada for public purposes.  

 Released wilderness study areas.  

 Required implementation of Eastern Nevada Landscape Restoration Project to restore 

rangeland health and reduce hazardous fuels.  

 

 

LINCOLN COUNTY CONSERVATION, RECREATION, AND DEVELOPMENT ACT (2004) 

State: Nevada 

Supported by: Rep. Jim Gibbons (R), Rep. Jon Porter (R), Rep. Jon Porter (R), Rep. Shelley Berkley 

(D), Sen. John Ensign (R), Sen. Harry Reid (D) 

Conservation: Established 14 wilderness areas totaling 767,000 acres.  

Recreation:  

 Included conveyances to Lincoln County and Nevada for open space parks.  

 Established a Silver State Off-Highway Vehicle Trail 
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Economic development:  

 Required sale of over 100,000 acres of Federal land.  

 Established one utility corridor and facilitated relocation of another.  

Other components: 

 Released wilderness study areas.  

 

 

CLARK COUNTY CONSERVATION OF PUBLIC LANDS AND NATURAL RESOURCES ACT (2002) 

State: Nevada  

Supported by: Rep. Jim Gibbons (R), Sen. John Ensign (R), Sen. Harry Reid 

Conservation:  

 Created or expanded 18 wilderness areas totaling 452,000 acres. 

 Established two national conservation areas. 

 Provided new funding for conservation.  

Economic development:  

 Established transportation and utilities corridor.  

 Transferred BLM land to Clark County for an airport expansion.  

 Terminated mineral withdrawal for I-15 corridor.  

 Required sale of 860 acres of Federal land.  

 Conveyed BLM lands to: Las Vegas Police Department (shooting range); Henderson (state 

college); Las Vegas (affordable housing); various (Humboldt Project). 

Other components:  

 Required land exchange.  

 Released wilderness study areas.  

 

 


