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Cedar Mesa, UT –  Few issues stir emotions more than land ownership.  Here in this southeastern corner of Utah, there is an emerging battle over nearly 2 million acres of this spectacularly beautiful region.  I recently hiked here on the Cedar Mesa and was enthralled by the magnificent sandstone landscape and the quiet “remoteness.”   However, I also became aware of the historical nature of the area when we did challenging hikes to ancient ruins left by cultures thousands of years ago when they inhabited this region.

Bears Ears was the name given by locals to a pair of buttes located here in San Juan County because, to some, they resemble a pair of bear ears that are emerging from behind the mountain range.   If you drive along Highway 261, you can see how this impression is formed.  
The problem is that there are competing claims to the ownership of this land.  Basically it is a battle among several groups.  Several native Indian tribes, including the Utes, the Mountain Utes, the Navajo, the Hope, the Pueblo of Zuni, and the Uintah (among others) lay claim to parts or all of the region due to the history of their people in this region.  There is undisputable evidence of prior civilizations who lived here.  I have personally inspected numerous structures built by their ancestors to store grain or to conduct various ceremonies in structures called kivas.  Many of these are located in extremely remote locations; others are high on the canyon walls of rivers which run through areas frequented by visitors.  Another group who claim ownership are descendants of Mormon settlers who endured incredible hardship in the 1800’s as they settled this area.  Then there are the mining companies who worked this land searching for uranium 60 years ago.  And finally, there is the general public, including hikers and bikers, who simply want unfettered access to recreational areas.  Unfortunately, this latter group includes owners of ATV’s and motorcycles who love to rip through this desert terrain with little regard for the damage which they create.  Also unfortunately, there has been considerable looting of ancient artifacts left behind by the “Basketmaker” culture – one particularly heinous act has been the theft of a petroglyph by someone who used a rock saw to literally cut it from the stone face on which it had been inscribed thousands of years ago. 
Government officials in Utah, including the Governor and the state’s two U.S. senators and various congressmen, have been attempting to work out a compromise which will satisfy most of the competing groups.  However, the coalition of Indians which had been participating in these talks recently pulled out claiming that they were not being given sufficient say in the discussion. They then turned to the Federal government to attempt to lobby the Obama administration to intervene.
Obama appears to be very interested to take unilateral action in the matter.  As President, he has authority under the Antiquities Act, which was passed by the Congress and signed into law by Theodore Roosevelt on June 8, 1906. This law gave the President the authority to, by presidential proclamation, create national monuments from public lands to protect significant natural, cultural or scientific features.   In other words, as opposed to National Parks, the U.S. Congress has no say in what can, or cannot be, designated for protection.  However, the act also states that the region designated must be restricted to “the smallest area compatible with the proper care and management of the objects to be protected.”  
The designation of a National Monument by Presidents has often been a source of controversy, but the U.S. Supreme Court has generally made rulings which give the President wide latitude in these matters.  Hence the battle over a Bears Ears National Monument is now brewing. Many of the locals, other than the Indians, see a proclamation of two million acres as a classic federal overreach which will stop most potential development and resulting revenue over a broad region.  The federal government already owns 65 percent of Utah (national parks, national monuments and area controlled by the Bureau of Land Management).  There are warnings that any further “land grab” by the feds will lead to armed insurrection.  Based on recent events, both here and in Oregon, this is not an idle threat.
I am not certain where to come down on this controversy.  It is not clear to me exactly what the Indian tribes have at stake here and why they are suddenly so interested.  I suspect that there is some money involved. And, the area is so large that it would appear to be nearly impossible to protect the antiquities sites from thieves and vandals, no matter what the designation.   Currently, both volunteers and rangers attempt to curtail such activity, but determined “bad guys” seem to find ways to plunder.  An additional two million acres seems to be an excessive amount of land to put under tight federal control.  A compromise should be pursued, but I am not hopeful that it will happen.
I thought you might like to know.
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