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INTRODUCTION

Conservation actions are foundational 
elements of a strong Western tradition 
of recognizing the importance of sus-
tainable management of national lands 
for the bene昀椀t of all Americans, pres-
ent and future. Presidents as well as 
Congress have embraced their power 
to protect public lands throughout the 
20th and early 21st centuries. Howev-
er, a number of conservation measures 
now languish in Congress due to parti-
san gridlock, while development threat-
ens the precious and irreplaceable land-
scapes these bills would protect. 

In this report, the Center for Western 
Priorities has analyzed a selection of 19 
landscapes in Western states that have 
been proposed for protection for years 
through legislation, but never passed 
by Congress. The longest-languishing 
bill dates back to 1989, and many have 
passed the House but stalled in the Sen-
ate. Taken together, these landscapes 
encompass more than 16 million 
acres that deserve to be protected 
from ecological degradation. Protect-
ing these landscapes would bring the 

nation closer to achieving the goal of 
conserving 30 percent of public lands 
and waters by 2030, a scienti昀椀cally-driv-
en priority backed by the Biden admin-
istration.

Despite incredibly strong and enduring 
support for conservation actions, wors-
ening partisan gridlock has caused prog-
ress on conservation to grind to a halt. 
Over the decade from 2000 to 2010, 
Congress protected 9.5 million acres of 
lands through legislation; the next de-
cade, from 2011 to 2021, Congress pro-
tected just 3.3 million acres—one-third 
of what had been protected the previous 
decade. This has not been for a lack of 
e昀昀ort—many bills have been introduced 
and several have passed the House, 
some of them multiple times, only to 
stall out in the Senate where a single sen-
ator can hold up any bill for any reason.  
 
 
 
 

Handies Peak Wilderness Study Area. Photo: Bob Wick/BLM
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https://medium.com/westwise/conservation-action-can-win-over-the-media-and-the-public-f73f205df0ce
https://medium.com/westwise/conservation-action-can-win-over-the-media-and-the-public-f73f205df0ce
https://westernpriorities.org/2022/05/new-report-shows-public-land-conservation-lagging-in-western-states/
https://westernpriorities.org/2022/05/new-report-shows-public-land-conservation-lagging-in-western-states/
https://westernpriorities.org/2022/05/new-report-shows-public-land-conservation-lagging-in-western-states/
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Fortunately, the president can step in 
and use the Antiquities Act to protect 
landscapes when Congress fails to act. 
For over a century, eighteen presidents 
of both political parties, from Teddy 
Roosevelt to Joe Biden, have exercised 
the authority Congress gave them un-
der the Antiquities Act to protect sites 
and landscapes, in some cases rescu-
ing lands that had been languishing for 
years in the gridlock of Congress. Only 
three presidents—Richard Nixon, Ron-
ald Reagan, and George H.W. Bush—
forfeited the opportunity to make their 
own contributions to America’s shared 
legacy of protected public lands. 

President Biden designating Camp Hale-Continental Divide National Monument in October 2022. Photo: Aaron Weiss

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/archeology/national-monument-facts-and-figures.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/archeology/national-monument-facts-and-figures.htm
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There have been rare glimmers of hope 
in Congress. In 2019, Congress passed 
the John D. Dingell, Jr. Conservation, 
Management, and Recreation Act. This 
law permanently authorized the Land 
and Water Conservation Fund, which in-
vests o昀昀shore oil and gas royalties in con-
servation and recreation projects across 
the country, and provided about half of 
the funding the program was intended 
to receive. The Dingell Act also protected 
approximately 1.3 millions acres through 
wilderness designations, and additional 
acres via permanent mineral withdraw-
als and new or expanded national park 
and national heritage sites. In 2020, Con-
gress passed the Great American Out-

doors Act, which authorized permanent 
full funding of $900 million per year for 
the Land and Water Conservation Fund 
and authorized signi昀椀cant additional 
spending over 昀椀ve years to address re-
pair and maintenance backlogs on pub-
lic lands. In addition, a small number of 
other land protection bills have passed, 
after languishing for years, often by be-
ing added to larger must-pass legislative 
packages such as the annual National 
Defense Authorization Act. 

Blackfoot RIver in Montana. Photo: BLM
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16,282,845
Number of acres proposed for protection in the 
languishing bills pro昀椀led in this report

Unfortunately, millions of acres of un-
protected lands continue to languish 
due to congressional inaction. Mem-
bers of Congress do not introduce these 
proposals lightly—they are the result 
of years of community engagement, 
thoughtful incorporation of input from 
stakeholders, and robust analysis of 
the contributions these protections will 
make to our shared American heritage. 
Many bills even pass the House of Rep-
resentatives multiple times only to stall 
in the Senate. In an era of partisan pa-
ralysis in Congress, it no longer makes 
sense to wait for the legislative pro-
cess to play out when that process is 
broken. Presidents have a clear oppor-
tunity to deliver for these communities 
who have worked hard to craft broad-
ly-supported proposals, and should not 
hesitate to exercise the authority that 
the Antiquities Act gives them for exactly 
this purpose.

Owyhee River canyon. Photo: Bob Wick/BLM
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LANGUISHING LANDS PROGRESS

Since the release of the 昀椀rst edition of Languishing Lands in 2014, several popular proposals 
have been rescued from congressional inaction by a presidential Antiquities Act designation, 
actions that have proven to be popular and to bring myriad bene昀椀ts to gateway communities. 

Gold Butte National Monument

Legislation to protect Gold Butte in southern 
Nevada was 昀椀rst introduced in 2008. After eight 
years of congressional inaction, President Barack 
Obama designated the area as a national mon-
ument in 2016. The monument protects nearly 
300,000 acres of land held sacred by Paiute tribes, 
and hosts cultural and historical artifacts includ-
ing Indigenous rock art and relics from settler 
and mining history. Current and future genera-
tions of outdoor recreationists are able to enjoy 
the unique mountain and desert landscape. The 
area’s wildlife and plant communities—includ-
ing desert bighorn sheep and Gila monsters and 
Joshua trees—also bene昀椀t from the protection of-
fered by a monument designation.

Browns Canyon National Monument

First proposed for protection in 1991, and despite 
consistent bipartisan support for the proposal 
over time, this stunning Colorado landscape lan-
guished in Congress for 24 years before President 
Obama protected it as a national monument in 
2015. The monument now protects almost 22,000 
acres of geological, cultural, and historical fea-
tures. The creation of the monument also pro-
vided a boost to the local recreation economy, 
attracting visitors who come to raft the Arkansas 
River through the canyon or 昀椀sh in the designated 
Gold Medal Trout Fishery.

Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks  
National Monument

This monument in southern New Mexico was 
designated by President Obama in 2014, 昀椀ve 
years after broadly-supported protections were 
昀椀rst proposed. The designation protects nearly 
500,000 acres that hold a wide variety of prehis-
toric and historic sites and features—prehistoric 
rock art, archaeological sites, the historic But-
ter昀椀eld Stagecoach Trail, and a training area for 
the Apollo missions to the moon are all included 
in the area protected by this monument. A wide 
variety of geological features, wildlife, and plant 
communities are also found across the monu-
ment’s four distinct groups of mountains.

Berryessa Snow Mountain  
National Monument

Initially designated by President Obama in 2015, 
this national monument o昀昀ers a wide variety of 
day-trip recreation opportunities for communi-
ties from the San Francisco Bay Area to the Sac-
ramento area. The monument also protects wild-
life and plant communities that are of scienti昀椀c 
interest for their ability to withstand drought and 
thrive in nutrient-poor soils. But the job is not yet 
昀椀nished: A proposed expansion of this existing 
national monument would protect nearly 4,000 
additional acres of adjacent land containing In-
digenous cultural sites that merit inclusion in the 
monument. This legislation is destined to lan-
guish in Congress, just as the original monument 
did before its designation, and this landscape is 
ripe for protection using the Antiquities Act. In 
fact, members of California’s congressional dele-
gation, along with leaders of Indigenous nations 
to whom these lands are sacred, have directly re-
quested that President Biden exercise his Antiqui-
ties Act authority to complete this expansion. 

Camp Hale-Continental Divide  
National Monument

Designated in 2022 by President Biden, this mon-
ument preserves the legacy of the soldiers of the 
10th Mountain Division who trained at the site 
for high alpine combat situations during World 
War II and later returned to Colorado to launch 
the state’s ski industry. The landscape protected 
by Camp Hale-Continental Divide National Mon-
ument, covering almost 54,000 acres, was part 
of the Colorado Outdoor Recreation Economy 
(CORE) Act, which passed the House but stalled in 
the Senate. The remainder of the lands proposed 
for protection in the CORE Act deserve to be res-
cued from congressional gridlock in order to 昀椀n-
ish the job for Colorado.

https://westernpriorities.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Languishing-Lands-.pdf
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LANGUISHING LANDS BILLS ACRES

Arizona 2,238,967

Grand Canyon Protection Act 1,006,545
Save Oak Flat Act 2,422
Great Bend of the Gila Conservation Act 330,000
Arizona Sonoran Desert Heritage Act 900,000
California 2,621,234

Northwest California Wilderness, Recreation and Working Forests Act 1,198,639

California Central Coast Conservation Act 720,000

Central Coast Heritage Protection Act 322,382
San Gabriel Mountains Foothills and Rivers Protection Act 189,213
Rim of the Valley Corridor Preservation Act 191,000
Colorado 798,261

Colorado Outdoor Recreation Economy Act 139,172
Colorado Wilderness Act 659,089
Montana 84,908

Blackfoot Clearwater Stewardship Act 84,908
Nevada 349,198

Ruby Mountains Protection Act 349,198
New Mexico 170,888

Pecos Watershed Protection Act 166,600
Bu昀昀alo Tract Protection Act 4,288
Oregon 1,480,408

Malheur Community Empowerment for the Owyhee Act 1,133,841
Southwestern Oregon Watershed and Salmon Protection Act 101,021
Smith River National Recreation Area Expansion Act 58,000
Oregon Recreation Enhancement Act 187,546
Texas 7,081

Castner Range National Monument Act 7,081
Utah 8,400,000

America’s Red Rock Wilderness Act 8,400,000
Washington 131,900

Wild Olympics Wilderness and Wild and Scenic Rivers Act 131,900

TOTAL 16,282,845

Table 1. Languishing land protection bills. These bills, which correspond to the landscapes pro昀椀led 
in this report, have each been introduced multiple times but have repeatedly been the victims of 
congressional inaction. The bills span ten Western states and a diversity of habitats and ecosystems, 
and propose a variety of protective designations for existing public lands.
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The 19 languishing landscapes pro昀椀led in this report are spread across ten Western states 
and represent a wide variety of wildlife habitats and outdoor recreation opportunities.

The West’s Languishing Lands
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2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Grand Canyon, 
Arizona

San Juan Mountains, 
Colorado

Oak Flat,
Arizona

San Gabriel Mountains, 
California

Bu昀昀alo Tract,
New Mexico

Great Bend of the Gila,
Arizona

Many landscapes are proposed for 

protection year a�er year, only to get stuck 

in the gridlock of Congress.

Graph 1. A selection of landscapes that have been proposed for protection in multiple Congresses over the 
course of a decade or more. These landscapes could be protected by President Biden through executive action.

9
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Grand Canyon

This proposal would make permanent what is currently a temporary 
mineral withdrawal of over one million acres of public lands in the area 
surrounding the Grand Canyon in Arizona. Versions of the Grand Can-
yon Protection Act have been introduced by Congressman Raúl Grijalva 
in every Congress since 2008, and the versions introduced in 2015 and 
2017 proposed the establishment of a national monument. The per-
manent mineral withdrawal would prohibit mining within a watershed 
that is the primary drinking water source for several tribal communities 
while providing an increased level of protection for the landscape and 
natural resources surrounding Grand Canyon National Park.

Kaibab National Forest. Photo: Dylan Bone/USFS

LANDSCAPE PROFILES

ARIZONA

Sonoran Desert

The Arizona Sonoran Desert Heritage Act—last introduced in 2018—
would protect over 900,000 acres of fragile desert ecosystem from 
the increasing pressures of population growth and development by 
establishing two new national conservation areas, a special man-
agement area, and a new wilderness area. The legislation was 昀椀rst 
introduced in 2013 and has been languishing for nearly a decade. 
Meanwhile, increasing population growth in the nearby Phoenix met-
ropolitan area is adding pressure from the development of new roads 
and infrastructure as well as increased recreational use that should 
be properly managed. Desert ecosystems are extremely sensitive and 
take a long time to recover from disturbance, so there is an urgent 
need to protect these landscapes that stymied legislative action may 
not be able to meet. 

Sonoran Desert Tortoise. Photo: BLM

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/387/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/387/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/6520?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22%5C%22Arizona+Sonoran+Desert+Heritage+Act%5C%22%22%2C%22%5C%22Arizona%22%2C%22Sonoran%22%2C%22Desert%22%2C%22Heritage%22%2C%22Act%5C%22%22%5D%7D&s=3&r=1
https://www.azcentral.com/story/opinion/op-ed/2015/07/17/public-land-barry-goldwater-range/30269621/
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The Save Oak Flat Act seeks to preserve the 2,422 
acres in Tonto National Forest in Arizona, from 
destructive copper mining operations that will 
destroy the area’s natural resources and tribal 
cultural sites. The proposed Resolution Copper 
mine would create a two-mile-wide crater, pol-
lute thousands of acres of nearby natural areas, 
contaminate nearby groundwater, and use up 
limited water in the drought-stricken area. Oak 
Flat, or Chi’chil Bildagoteel, is sacred to many 
tribal communities in Arizona, including the San 
Carlos Apache Tribe, which has been 昀椀ghting for 
years to protect the area from mining.

This landscape has been languishing in Con-
gress since Rep. Grijalva 昀椀rst introduced a bill 
in June 2015 in response to a land exchange 
that would allow mining in the area. It was 
reintroduced by Grijalva in 2017, 2019, and 
2021, but has continually failed to gain trac-
tion despite having 102 cosponsors in the  

House, a matching bill with 7 cosponsors in the 
Senate, and strong support from the local tribal 
community. An array of Native American tribes 
and tribal associations support protecting Oak 
Flat, including the National Congress of Ameri-
can Indians, representing nearly all federally rec-
ognized tribes in the United States, and the Inter 
Tribal Association of Arizona.

Oak Flat in Tonto National Forest. Photo: Patrick Dockens

Located between the cities of Phoenix and Yuma 
in Arizona, the Great Bend of the Gila is a river 
valley and desert landscape with critical impor-
tance to Indigenous communities, local recre-
ation economies, and wildlife habitat conserva-
tion. As a source of reliable water and fertile soils, 
the region contains unique archaeological and 
historical sites with ties to at least 13 Indigenous 
tribes, as well as Spanish, Mexican, and colonial 
American history. 

There have been several e昀昀orts to protect Great 
Bend of the Gila, speci昀椀cally by Rep. Grijalva, 
whose most recent Great Bend of the Gila Con-
servation Act was considered by a subcommit-
tee in September. The bill seeks to establish the 
330,000-acre Great Bend of the Gila National 
Conservation Area, the 47,000-acre Palo Verde 
National Conservation Area, and nearly 60,000 
acres of new wilderness. These designations will 
preserve important Indigenous artifacts, includ-
ing rock art and carvings, remains of ancestral 
village structures, and geoglyphs. Rep. Grijalva 
has a long history of similar attempts to protect 
this special place, starting in 2013 with the Great 
Bend of the Gila National Monument Establishment 
Act. Given the near decade that protections for 

this place have been stalled, President Biden has 
an opportunity to break it free from the congres-
sional tra昀케c jam and designate it as a national 
monument via the Antiquities Act. There is wide-
spread community support for a national mon-
ument designation from tribes, local communi-
ties, businesses, recreationists, conservationists, 
and heritage preservationists who all agree that 
Great Bend of the Gila deserves permanent pro-
tection. 
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Great Bend of the Gila

Oak Flat

Petroglyph at Great Bend of the Gila. Photo: Respect Great 
Bend

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1884
https://www.washingtonpost.com/history/2021/04/12/oak-flat-apache-sacred-land/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/history/2021/04/12/oak-flat-apache-sacred-land/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/2811
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/2811
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/2915
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/665
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1884
https://www.ncai.org/news/articles/2020/11/25/save-sacred-oak-flat-federal-land-and-stop-giveaway-to-foreign-owned-resolution-copper
https://www.ncai.org/news/articles/2020/11/25/save-sacred-oak-flat-federal-land-and-stop-giveaway-to-foreign-owned-resolution-copper
https://westernpriorities.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Respect-Great-Bend-Two-Pager.pdf
https://westernpriorities.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Respect-Great-Bend-Two-Pager.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8719/text?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Great+Bend+of+the+Gila%22%2C%22Great%22%2C%22Bend%22%2C%22of%22%2C%22the%22%2C%22Gila%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8719/text?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Great+Bend+of+the+Gila%22%2C%22Great%22%2C%22Bend%22%2C%22of%22%2C%22the%22%2C%22Gila%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/house-bill/1348?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22great+bend+of+the+gila%22%7D&s=2&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/house-bill/1348?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22great+bend+of+the+gila%22%7D&s=2&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/house-bill/1348?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22great+bend+of+the+gila%22%7D&s=2&r=2
https://www.wilderness.org/articles/press-release/diverse-community-coalition-praises-introduction-bill-protect-great-bend-gila
https://www.wilderness.org/articles/press-release/diverse-community-coalition-praises-introduction-bill-protect-great-bend-gila
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Northwest California Wilderness

Led by Congressman Jared Hu昀昀man, the Northwest California Wilder-
ness, Recreation, and Working Forests Act has been introduced three 
times since 2018. The bill proposes enhanced levels of protection 
for almost 1.2 million acres, including a restoration area designed to 
improve wild昀椀re resilience while supporting outdoor recreation. 

Headwaters Forest Reserve. Photo: Bob Wick/BLM

California’s Central Coast contains numerous im-
portant Native American cultural sites and habitat 
for endangered species. It is also an important area 
for recreation for locals, as well as visitors who sup-
port the local economy. But oil and gas development 
could threaten the natural and cultural value of this 
sprawling landscape. In 2019, the Trump administra-
tion opened up the Central Coast for new oil and gas 
leasing and development in the area, prompting the 
昀椀rst introduction of this bill that same year. 

The California Central Coast Conservation Act would 
put a moratorium on new oil and gas leasing until 
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) produces 
a supplemental environmental impact statement. If 
the assessment identi昀椀es adverse environmental im-
pacts, a future administration will not be able to o昀昀er 
new leases in the area. Meanwhile, the Biden admin-
istration overturned the Trump administration’s de-
cision, but the area remains vulnerable to future ad-
ministrations choosing to reverse this, pointing to the 
need for more permanent and durable protections. 
 

In addition, versions of a separate Central Coast Her-
itage Protection Act to protect public lands in Califor-
nia have been introduced in each Congress starting 
in 2014. In addition to designating protected wil-
derness within an existing national monument, the 
latest version of this bill, led by Congressman Salud 
Carbajal, would also expand existing wilderness ar-
eas on U.S. Forest Service land, and create two new 
scenic areas. The bill includes protections for tribal 
religious and cultural uses of lands that would be 
newly designated as wilderness.

California condor at Los Padres National Forest. Photo: 
USFWS

San Gabriel Mountains Foothills

Led by Congresswoman Judy Chu, the San Gabriel Mountains Foothills 
and Rivers Protection Act proposes to expand an existing national mon-
ument by over 109,000 acres, create a new national recreation area, 
and protect over 30,000 acres of public land as wilderness in Califor-
nia. A number of businesses and organizations support this legisla-
tion, which would increase recreation opportunities and access for 
nearby communities with limited access to parks and green spaces.

Angeles National Forest. Photo: USDA/USFS

CALIFORNIA

Central Coast

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/878?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Northwest+California+Wilderness%2C+Recreation%2C+and+Working+Forests+Act%22%2C%22Northwest%22%2C%22California%22%2C%22Wilderness%2C%22%2C%22Recreation%2C%22%2C%22and%22%2C%22Working%22%2C%22Forests%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/878?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Northwest+California+Wilderness%2C+Recreation%2C+and+Working+Forests+Act%22%2C%22Northwest%22%2C%22California%22%2C%22Wilderness%2C%22%2C%22Recreation%2C%22%2C%22and%22%2C%22Working%22%2C%22Forests%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.wilderness.org/wild-places/california/conservation-central-coast
https://www.wilderness.org/wild-places/california/conservation-central-coast
https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-na-pol-trump-central-california-oil-gas-drilling-expansion-20190509-story.html
https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-na-pol-trump-central-california-oil-gas-drilling-expansion-20190509-story.html
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/479?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22California+Central+Coast+Conservation+Act%22%2C%22California%22%2C%22Central%22%2C%22Coast%22%2C%22Conservation%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=2&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/973?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Central+Coast+Heritage+Protection+Act%22%2C%22Central%22%2C%22Coast%22%2C%22Heritage%22%2C%22Protection%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=3&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/973?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Central+Coast+Heritage+Protection+Act%22%2C%22Central%22%2C%22Coast%22%2C%22Heritage%22%2C%22Protection%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=3&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/693?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22San+Gabriel+Mountains+Foothills+and+Rivers+Protection+Act%22%2C%22San%22%2C%22Gabriel%22%2C%22Mountains%22%2C%22Foothills%22%2C%22and%22%2C%22Rivers%22%2C%22Protection%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=4&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/693?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22San+Gabriel+Mountains+Foothills+and+Rivers+Protection+Act%22%2C%22San%22%2C%22Gabriel%22%2C%22Mountains%22%2C%22Foothills%22%2C%22and%22%2C%22Rivers%22%2C%22Protection%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=4&r=1
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Rim of the Valley Corridor

Led by Senator Dianne Feinstein and Congressman Adam Schi昀昀, the 
Rim of the Valley Corridor Preservation Act would add the 191,000-
acre Rim of the Valley unit to the existing Santa Monica Mountains 
National Recreation Area in California. Legislation to protect the 
Rim of the Valley has been proposed beginning in 2001 with the 
Rim of the Valley Corridor Study Act which was introduced a total of 
four times and 昀椀nally passed as part of the Consolidated Natural Re-
sources Act of 2008. The resulting study, completed by the National 
Park Service in 2016, recommended the addition of the Rim of the 
Valley Corridor to the Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation 
Area in order to expand recreation opportunities for nearby com-
munities in Los Angeles County and to protect cultural and archae-
ological resources contained within the study area. The Rim of the 
Valley Corridor Preservation Act was 昀椀rst introduced in 2016 follow-
ing the completion of the study, and has been introduced in every 
Congress since then. 

Colorado Wilderness

Landscapes across Colorado have been waiting for 
years for a variety of proposed protections. The 
Colorado Outdoor Recreation and Economy (CORE) 
Act, led by Senator Michael Bennet and Congress-
man Joe Neguse, packages together four previous 
bills that propose a variety of protections across the 
state. In 2022, President Biden designated his 昀椀rst 
new national monument, Camp Hale-Continental 
Divide, which protected some of the lands proposed 
in the CORE Act and began the process for a tem-
porary mineral withdrawal on other lands located 
in the Thompson Divide area. However, many oth-
er landscapes in the CORE Act remain vulnerable to 
development without the passage of the remainder 
of the bill. If passed, the remainder of the CORE Act 
would protect new wilderness, enact a permanent 
mineral withdrawal, and create two new special 
management areas. It would also codify the bound-
ary of the existing Curecanti National Recreation 
Area, enabling the National Park Service to more ef-
fectively manage this landscape. 

Also in Colorado, the Colorado Wilderness Act, led 
by Congresswoman Diana DeGette, has been in-
troduced in every Congress beginning in 1999 and 
is supported by a large number of businesses and 
stakeholders throughout the state. If passed, it 
would protect about 660,000 acres of wilderness 
and potential wilderness, and a variety of wildlife 
habitats and plant communities across Colorado.

Santa Monica National Recreation Area. Photo: National 
Parks Conservation Association

COLORADO

Handies Peak Wilderness Study Area. Photo: Bob Wick/BLM

COLORADO

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1075?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Rim+of+the+Valley+Corridor+Preservation+Act%22%2C%22Rim%22%2C%22of%22%2C%22the%22%2C%22Valley%22%2C%22Corridor%22%2C%22Preservation%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=5&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/577?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Colorado+Outdoor+Recreation+Economy+act%22%2C%22Colorado%22%2C%22Outdoor%22%2C%22Recreation%22%2C%22Economy%22%2C%22act%22%5D%7D&s=7&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/6492?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22%5C%22Colorado+Wilderness+Act%5C%22%22%2C%22%5C%22Colorado%22%2C%22Wilderness%22%2C%22Act%5C%22%22%5D%7D&s=9&r=15
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MONTANA

Blackfoot and Clearwater Valleys

The Blackfoot Clearwater Stewardship Act aims to protect 84,908 acres 
of public land and expand recreational access while supporting a sus-
tainable timber industry that would create jobs for Montanans. Local 
economies rely on the recreation, hunting, and forestry industries that 
the landscape supports. According to the 2022 University of Montana 
Voter Survey on Public Lands, an overwhelming 83% of Montanans 
support the proposal. Conservation groups, timber mill workers, and 
tribal members have been working for decades to secure increased 
protections for this land. Yet despite overwhelming public support, 
the bill failed to make it out of a Senate committee in May 2022 when 
Montana Senator Steve Daines voted against it.

Blackfoot RIver. Photo: BLM

NEVADA

Ruby Mountains

First introduced in 2019 by Senator Catherine Cortez Masto, the Ruby 
Mountains Protection Act was added to the larger Northern Nevada 
Economic Development, Conservation and Military Modernization Act 
which was 昀椀rst introduced in 2020 and reintroduced in the current 
Congress. The Ruby Mountains Protection Act proposes to protect 
nearly 350,000 acres from development through a permanent min-
eral withdrawal. While the Northern Nevada Economic Development, 
Conservation and Military Modernization Act includes an expansion of 
a military training site as well as the sale or conveyance of some 
federal lands for economic development, it would also protect al-
most 831,000 acres of public lands in northern Nevada through the 
creation of three new national conservation areas, the designation 
of over 300,000 acres of new wilderness, and the Ruby Mountains 
mineral withdrawal.

Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest. Photo: Susan Elliot/
USDA

COLORADO MONTANA

COLORADO NEVADA

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1493?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Blackfoot+Clearwater+Stewardship+Act%22%2C%22Blackfoot%22%2C%22Clearwater%22%2C%22Stewardship%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://crown-yellowstone.umt.edu/voter-surveys/2022/2022-u-of-montana-statewide-analysis-1.pdf
https://crown-yellowstone.umt.edu/voter-surveys/2022/2022-u-of-montana-statewide-analysis-1.pdf
https://wildmontana.org/our-work/blackfoot-clearwater-stewardship-act/
https://www.mtpr.org/montana-news/2022-07-28/testers-blackfoot-clearwater-stewardship-act-stalled-in-senate-committee
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/609?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Ruby+Mountains+Protection+Act%22%2C%22Ruby%22%2C%22Mountains%22%2C%22Protection%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=2&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/609?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Ruby+Mountains+Protection+Act%22%2C%22Ruby%22%2C%22Mountains%22%2C%22Protection%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=2&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/5243?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Northern+Nevada+Economic+Development%2C+Conservation+and+Military+Modernization+Act%22%2C%22Northern%22%2C%22Nevada%22%2C%22Economic%22%2C%22Development%2C%22%2C%22Conservation%22%2C%22and%22%2C%22Military%22%2C%22Modernization%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=3&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/5243?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Northern+Nevada+Economic+Development%2C+Conservation+and+Military+Modernization+Act%22%2C%22Northern%22%2C%22Nevada%22%2C%22Economic%22%2C%22Development%2C%22%2C%22Conservation%22%2C%22and%22%2C%22Military%22%2C%22Modernization%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=3&r=1
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The Pecos River is integrally connected to New Mexi-
co’s identity, with historical and cultural ties to Indig-
enous and historic Spanish communities. It is sacred 
to the Pecos, Jemez, and Tesuque Pueblo people, 
provides water to San Miguel County, and supports 
a high level of biodiversity, including some critically 
endangered species.

A proposed hard rock mine would have a devastat-
ing impact on over 5,000 acres of habitat around the 
river and would adversely a昀昀ect the river itself. This 
is not the 昀椀rst time the watershed has been threat-
ened by mining—it has experienced major environ-
mental damage from mining that dates back to the 
1800s—and the surrounding communities have 
su昀昀ered from the resulting toxic pollution for gen-
erations. The recently proposed mine is opposed 
by conservation groups, recreationists, tribes,  
farmers, local government o昀케cials, and Governor 
Michelle Lujan Grisham. 

The Pecos Watershed Protection Act seeks to protect 
this ecosystem and the vulnerable communities that 
rely on it by withdrawing all federally-managed min-
erals in the Pecos River watershed from future lease 
sales. The act was 昀椀rst introduced by Senator Martin 
Heinrich in September 2020, and again in 2021, but 
failed to make it out of the Senate committee in May 
2022 due to a tied vote.

Residents and Indigenous communities in Sando-
val County, New Mexico have come together in 
strong opposition to mining development on BLM 
lands on Bu昀昀alo Tract and the Crest of Montezu-
ma. Potential mines in the area would damage the 
ancestral lands of the Pueblo of Santa Ana and the 
Pueblo of San Felipe, threaten important wildlife 
corridors, reduce recreation access, and impact 
the nearby communities’ public health. Communi-
ty concern over mining this important area dates 
back to 2012, when the local BLM o昀케ce released a 
draft Resource Management Plan (RMP) that would 
allow additional mineral development, on top of 
the existing mines already operating in Sandoval 
County. At the time, the RMP received an unprece-
dented number of public comments in opposition 
to new gravel mining.

The Bu昀昀alo Tract Protection Act seeks to respond to 
the local community’s desire to prevent more min-
eral extraction in this area by withdrawing four key 
BLM parcels from any mineral development. The 
bill has been introduced and reintroduced in Con-
gress numerous times since 2016, to no avail. In 
2022, New Mexico lawmakers sent a letter to Interi-

or Secretary Deb Haaland asking for administrative  
action to complete the mineral withdrawal that has 
stalled in Congress. Local communities have been 
waiting a decade to have their voices heard about 
protecting this sacred land and their own health, 
while legislative e昀昀orts have languished.

The Bu昀昀alo Tract Protection Act has been endorsed 
by Santa Ana Pueblo, San Felipe Pueblo, the Town 
of Bernalillo, Sandoval County, San Antonio De 
Las Huertas Land Grant, Las Placitas Association, 
the Eastern Sandoval County Citizens Association, 
Pathways, the Placitas Chamber of Commerce and 
the Land Use Protection Trust. Statements of sup-
port for the legislation can be found here.

White Mesa Bike Trail near Bu昀昀alo Tract. Photo: BLM

NEVADA
COLORADO NEW MEXICO

Pecos River. Photo: Chris Engligh/DOI

Pecos Watershed

Bu昀昀alo Tract and Crest of Montezuma

https://endangeredrivers.americanrivers.org/pecos-river/
https://www.americanrivers.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/PecosRiver_MER2021_FINAL_Report.pdf
https://www.sfreporter.com/news/2019/09/26/governor-opposes-pecos-mine/
https://www.sfreporter.com/news/2019/09/26/governor-opposes-pecos-mine/
https://www.heinrich.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/heinrich-introduces-legislation-to-protect-pecos-watershed-from-mineral-development-in-northern-new-mexico
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/182
https://indiancountrytoday.com/the-press-pool/u-s-representative-stansbury-advances-buffalo-tract-protection-act-in-committee-hearing
https://indiancountrytoday.com/the-press-pool/u-s-representative-stansbury-advances-buffalo-tract-protection-act-in-committee-hearing
https://stansbury.house.gov/media/press-releases/stansbury-heinrich-lujan-leger-fernandez-and-mcnerney-request-interior-protect
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/180?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Buffalo+Tract+Protection+Act%22%2C%22Buffalo%22%2C%22Tract%22%2C%22Protection%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=4&r=1
https://stansbury.house.gov/sites/evo-subsites/stansbury.house.gov/files/evo-media-document/Letters%20of%20Support%20%283%29.pdf
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Owyhee Canyonlands

The Owyhee Canyonlands in Southeast Oregon is one of the largest 
conservation opportunities in the contiguous United States and en-
compasses millions of acres of stunning landscapes, recreation op-
portunities, habitat for species like the greater sage-grouse, and his-
toric sites. Threats like climate change, invasive species, 昀椀re, mining, 
and development create an urgency to permanently protect and man-
age this area. The Malheur Community Empowerment for the Owyhee Act 
seeks to improve rangeland to support local ranchers while protecting 
the Owyhee River Canyonlands for recreation access and wildlife habi-
tat, and has broad community support.

Owyhee River canyon. Photo: Bob Wick/BLM

Smith River

The North Fork Smith watershed in central Oregon is home to world-
class 昀椀shing, pristine habitat for wildlife including the threatened coho 
salmon, and a critical supply of clean drinking water for downstream 
communities in northern California. In 1990, Congress enacted legis-
lation to establish the Smith River National Recreation Area (NRA) and 
protect the northwestern California part of this valuable watershed, 
but the health of the watershed on the Oregon side remains vulnerable 
to extractive industries. The Smith River National Recreation Area Expan-
sion Act would expand the boundaries of the NRA to include the North 
Fork Smith watershed in Oregon, and would establish vital ecosystem 
protections and maintain recreational access. The bill also adds a per-
manent mineral withdrawal to prevent new mining in the area, desig-
nates 75 miles of waterways as Wild and Scenic Rivers, creates a plan 
for recreation management, and orders a special study of the sensitive 
ecosystems in the area.

North Fork of the Smith River. Photo: Zachary Collier

COLORADO OREGON

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/4860?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22malheur+owyhee%22%2C%22malheur%22%2C%22owyhee%22%5D%7D&s=6&r=1
https://www.wyden.senate.gov/news/press-releases/wyden-merkley-introduce-legislation-to-boost-economic-development-in-malheur-county
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7329?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Smith+River+National+Recreation+Area+Expansion+Act%22%2C%22Smith%22%2C%22River%22%2C%22National%22%2C%22Recreation%22%2C%22Area%22%2C%22Expansion%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=7&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7329?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Smith+River+National+Recreation+Area+Expansion+Act%22%2C%22Smith%22%2C%22River%22%2C%22National%22%2C%22Recreation%22%2C%22Area%22%2C%22Expansion%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=7&r=1
https://smithriveralliance.org/secure-permanent-protection-2/
https://smithriveralliance.org/secure-permanent-protection-2/
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Southwestern Oregon

Several e昀昀orts have been underway for years to protect landscapes 
and watersheds in southwestern Oregon. First introduced in 2015, the 
Southwestern Oregon Watershed and Salmon Protection Act proposes a 
permanent mineral withdrawal in two watersheds in southwestern 
Oregon. In late 2016, the Obama administration enacted a 20-year 
mineral withdrawal. Members of Oregon’s congressional delegation 
continue to reintroduce the Southwestern Oregon Watershed and Salm-
on Protection Act, led by Representative Peter DeFazio, to enhance pro-
tections for over 101,000 acres of public lands by making the mineral 
withdrawal permanent.

Also in southwestern Oregon, the Oregon Recreation Enhancement 
Act includes expanded protection and recreation opportunities for 
187,546 acres in southwestern Oregon and rural Clackamas County, 
areas that hold immense value for wildlife habitat as well as hikers, 
rafters, and anglers. Rep. DeFazio 昀椀rst introduced a bill to protect one 
area included in this bill, the Wild Rogue Wilderness, in 2011, but it nev-
er received a vote. Beginning in 2009, legislation to protect the Molalla 
River has been introduced four times in the Senate and 昀椀ve times in 
the House to no avail. The current bill in the Senate was reintroduced 
by Sen. Wyden in 2021 after it failed to pass in 2019. In March 2022, it 
was added to the Senate calendar, but there has been no action since. 

Wild Rogue Wilderness. Photo: BLM

Castner Range

For more than 50 years, the community of El Paso, Texas has been 
calling for the Castner Range, a 7,000-acre former military weapons 
testing range in the heart of one the largest urban areas in the country 
with a long and varied archaeological history of human occupation, 
to be protected from development. Representative Veronica Escobar 
introduced a bill to designate Castner Range as a national monument 
in 2020 and again in 2021, but it didn’t gain any traction in Congress. 
Since then, Representative Escobar pivoted to push for a national 
monument designation through executive action, since legislative ef-
forts are stalled. Castner Range is a perfect opportunity for President 
Biden to take action to protect valuable land and cultural resources.

Castner Range. Photo: Mark Clune

TEXAS TEXAS

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/980?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Southwestern+Oregon+Watershed+and+Salmon+Protection+Act%22%2C%22Southwestern%22%2C%22Oregon%22%2C%22Watershed%22%2C%22and%22%2C%22Salmon%22%2C%22Protection%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=8&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1589?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Oregon+Recreation+Enhancement+Act%22%2C%22Oregon%22%2C%22Recreation%22%2C%22Enhancement%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=10&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1589?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Oregon+Recreation+Enhancement+Act%22%2C%22Oregon%22%2C%22Recreation%22%2C%22Enhancement%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=10&r=1
https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/112/hr3436
https://westernpriorities.us6.list-manage.com/track/click?u=6b3f59dc19c07727b0b196979&id=ada8b912a9&e=18359af333
https://www.outsideonline.com/business-journal/issues/opinion-bidens-first-national-monument-should-be-castner-range-in-texas/
https://www.outsideonline.com/business-journal/issues/opinion-bidens-first-national-monument-should-be-castner-range-in-texas/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2752?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22castner+range%22%2C%22castner%22%2C%22range%22%5D%7D&s=9&r=1
https://escobar.house.gov/news/documentsingle.aspx?DocumentID=982
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WASHINGTON

Wild Olympics

First introduced in 2012 and languishing for over a decade, the Wild 
Olympics Wilderness and Wild and Scenic Rivers Act would designate al-
most 132,000 acres in Washington as wilderness or potential wilder-
ness. More than 457 miles of rivers would also be protected as Wild 
and Scenic Rivers. The bill, led by Senator Patty Murray and Congress-
man Derek Kilmer, enjoys support from several tribes, communities, 
businesses, and stakeholders.

OREGON
NEVADA
COLORADO WASHINGTON

Cedar Mesa Citadel. Photo: Bob Wick/BLM

America’s Red Rock Wilderness Act

Perhaps one of the longest-languishing landscapes, red rock country 
in Utah was 昀椀rst proposed for legislative protections in 1989. Ameri-
ca’s Red Rock Wilderness Act aims to protect lands in Utah that include 
abundant tribal cultural resources in dire need of increased protec-
tion.The bill proposes to add nearly 8.4 million acres of BLM lands 
to the National Wilderness Preservation System, which would perma-
nently protect these lands from development and drilling. The bill has 
support from conservation groups and an endorsement from the Na-
vajo Nation.

UTAH

Duckabush River, Olympic National Forest, Photo: Alexa 
Pengelly/USFS
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https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/455?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Wild+Olympics+Wilderness+and+Wild+and+Scenic+Rivers+Act%22%2C%22Wild%22%2C%22Olympics%22%2C%22Wilderness%22%2C%22and%22%2C%22Scenic%22%2C%22Rivers%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/455?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Wild+Olympics+Wilderness+and+Wild+and+Scenic+Rivers+Act%22%2C%22Wild%22%2C%22Olympics%22%2C%22Wilderness%22%2C%22and%22%2C%22Scenic%22%2C%22Rivers%22%2C%22Act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1535
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1535
https://suwa.org/navajo-nation-council-passes-resolution-supporting-americas-red-rock-wilderness-act/
https://suwa.org/navajo-nation-council-passes-resolution-supporting-americas-red-rock-wilderness-act/
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CONCLUSION

Year after year, Western voters voice 
overwhelming support for conservation 
actions that protect public lands, con-
nect and restore wildlife habitats, and 
provide opportunities for recreation. 
Western communities have repeatedly 
asked their representatives to protect 
the sites and landscapes that matter to 
them, and many members of Congress 
have invested in years of stakeholder 
engagement to craft broadly-support-
ed proposals. But ongoing gridlock in 
Congress continues to hold these bills 
hostage while Western lands languish 
for years or even decades. 

In the face of climate change and its 
many worsening impacts, protecting 
public lands matters more than ever. 
The America the Beautiful Initiative, 
which sets the goal of protecting 30 per-
cent of our nation’s lands and waters by 
2030, is a step in the right direction as 
we pursue solutions to the climate cri-
sis. 

Now is the time to start putting acres 
on the board to meet that goal. The An-
tiquities Act is an important tool in the 
toolbox as we move from goals on pa-
per to actions on the ground, but the 
president must put this tool to use.

The proposals highlighted in this report 
have years of work and community in-
put behind them, and they need help 
escaping the dysfunction of Congress. 
President Biden has the opportunity 
to shape his conservation legacy by us-
ing his executive power to take action 
where Congress can’t and protect these 
landscapes for future generations. 

Castner Range. Photo: Mark Clune
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https://westernpriorities.org/winning-the-west/
https://www.doi.gov/priorities/america-the-beautiful
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