


We take our lessons from the mountains. 
Mountains teach us how to make our way 
through unpredictable environments, look 
out for each other, balance, breathe, grit our 
teeth, fix our problems, manage risk, and 
find beauty in the world around us. 

Lately, these lessons have proved invalu-
able. Principles of caution and community 
have been paramount to managing novel 
hazard in everyday life as we work to over-
come unprecedented health, social, and 
economic challenges. We are very much 
“roped together” as a community facing a 
global pandemic. Rising to this challenge, 
people reach out to help friends and strang-
ers alike every day. New uncertainty will 
follow us as we venture back into the moun-
tains, and we hope to take this principle of 
community with us.

LIVE SUSTAINABLY.  
REPEAT.

Andy Earl
Little Cottonwood Canyon | Utah

There is untold gratitude for what wild 
places have given us—we know many in 
the outdoor community feel the same. We 
all find resolve, trust, commonality, and 
consideration in cold belays, unplanned 
bivys, spindrift, runouts, and exhaustion. 
The explicit reliance on others, awareness, 
and perspective that comes with time in the 
mountains binds us, both to one another 
and to the environment, in a responsibility 
for sustainability, stewardship, and care.

We look to performance in our gear so 
we can be at our best. Innovation and de-
sign should also help sustain our planet. 
Recycled materials, low energy production, 
and intelligent design are only a small step 
while navigating through the mountains—
but if we can propagate an ethic of sustain-
ability, we can find our way together.
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a Copper mining development encroaches 
upon the pristine boulder fields of Oak Flat. Read 
more on page 21. Land of the Hopi, Yavapai, 
Western Apache, and Ancestral Puebloans 
peoples. AAC member James Q Martin
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ever in the history of the United States have we missed a 
general election. Neither war nor depression nor pandemic 

have kept us from opening polls. Voting is, after all, the bedrock of 
our democracy. 

History speaks less confidently, however, about voter turnout and 
civic engagement. In times of public crisis, these are less reliable. 
When the Spanish Influenza washed over our country in 1918, 
only 40% of those who were eligible to vote did so in that year’s 
midterms—a sharp decline from the previous two elections. Global 
health emergencies complicate elections, big time.    

Halfway into 2020, we can all understand why. COVID-19 has 
wreaked havoc on our lives. Economic volatility and face masks are 
the new normal. And in recent weeks massive protests, sparked by 
the killing of George Floyd, have once again forced us to grapple, 
as a nation, with the effects of systemic racism, inequity, and injustice.  
These days, uncertainty and discomfort are the only certainties. 
The ever-present threat that we or someone we love might fall ill, 
or worse, makes this an exceptionally heavy time. To riff on Oscar 
Wilde, we all are feeling in the gutter right now. All the more reason 
to look to the stars. 

And the stakes couldn’t be higher. 

Welcome
The first Alpine Club Policy Zine

Misha Charles

a [Opposite] The 
author hiking on St. 
Mary’s Glacier. Land 
of the Cheyenne and 
Ute peoples. AAC 
member Marisa Jarae

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/this-isnt-the-first-time-america-has-weathered-a-crisis-in-an-election-year/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/this-isnt-the-first-time-america-has-weathered-a-crisis-in-an-election-year/
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Even as we wrestle with the real and urgent danger of a pandemic, 
our beautiful little planet is in trouble. Despite a temporary drop in 
greenhouse gas emissions, an expected outcome of decreased travel 
due to COVID-19, the Earth is still warming. Climbers in Maine still 
face a future with less snow and more rain, a shift that could decimate 
the state’s economy, environment, and way of life. In Atlanta, climbers 
still contend with poor air quality and the threat of extreme heat and 
flooding, and on Nevada’s public lands, recreation, conservation, 
and cultural preservation are still too often given short shrift. Across 
the country, our public lands remain underfunded and understaffed, 
governed by complex and arcane permitting systems that limit access, 
and threatened by policies that prioritize short-term interests over 
long-term sustainability. The landscapes where we climb still need us. 

Times like these demand extraordinary 
courage, conviction, and resolve, to carry 
on with the urgent work of safeguarding our 
environment. I believe that climbers are up 
for that challenge. My first six months at the 
AAC have confirmed that climbers are a gritty 
bunch, attuned to the world around us, fixated 
on achieving their goals, and driven by pure, 
empirical beta. If there is a community in the 
country perfectly suited to rally around our 
planet and the possibility of a more perfect 
future, it’s this one.  

The influenza pandemic of 1918 threatened 
to derail the nearly 70-year-long fight to 

advance voting rights for women in the United States. Unable to 
convene large gatherings and relying, instead, on an extensive 
grassroots advocacy campaign, leaders of the women’s suffrage 
movement eked out a narrow and pivotal victory in that year’s 
midterm elections. In the midst of a pandemic, they were successful 
in pushing three states to extend the voter franchise to some women 
and in defeating senate incumbents who stood in the way of passage 
of the suffrage bill, the first of many steps toward voting equality for 
all women.  

As in years past, the 2020 general election will go on. Ballots will 
be printed and mailed, booths will be erected. But open polls alone 
cannot move the needle. 

Only an active and motivated community can do that.

a A protest to save 
Bears Ears National 
Monument in Salt 
Lake City, UT. AAC 
member Jeremiah Watt



1.  Vote. Register to vote and commit to 
showing up to the polls in November. 
Encourage your belay partners, family 
members, and friends to do the same.

2.  Ask your lawmakers to make it easier to vote 
in 2020 and beyond—demand that all states 
offer online voter registration and that all states 
automatically mail their registered voters absentee 
or mail-in ballots for the general election.

3.  Get involved. Consider volunteering with 
your local chapter through the AAC. 

4.  Learn the issues and the candidates. Educate 
yourself and others about the key topics impacting 
your local environment and favorite climbing 
destinations. Examine the records of candidates on 
the ballot, attend town halls, and ask questions. 

5.  Vote the crag. Regardless of your political 
leaning, vote your interests as a climber. 
Support candidates in the 2020 election who 
are committed to protecting public lands and 
ensuring access to them. Hold those currently 
in office accountable for the same. Read on 
to learn more about crag specific issues. 

6. Run for office. 

Together, we can make a 
difference. Here's how:
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http://americanalpineclub.org/s2p-commit
http://americanalpineclub.org/s2p-commit
https://americanalpineclub.org/s2p-mail-in
https://americanalpineclub.org/s2p-mail-in
https://americanalpineclub.org/regions/
http://americanalpineclub.org/s2p-register
http://americanalpineclub.org/s2p-register
http://americanalpineclub.org/s2p-register




fter leaving Climb the Hill, a collaborative lobbying event 
held by the American Alpine Club and Access Fund in D.C., 

during the Fall of 2019, I remember a feeling of awe and inspiration. 
Climbers and outdoor recreationists with vastly different backgrounds, 
traveled from all corners of the country to advocate for the places 
we love, to protect climbing access, and to support our public land 
agencies. This experience made evident that climbers are working 
hard to be advocates for the land we are privileged to recreate on. 

Today, I wonder what the trajectory of public lands policy would look 
like if every climber advocated for our precious resources on a local 
and federal level. Imagine the power of the climbing community’s 
collective voice if somehow we convinced every climber and their 
partner to show up to the polls in 2020? I left D.C. with a whole lot 
of inspiration, hope, and an idea for a movement—let’s get every 
climber to Send it to the Polls.  

It’s a complex and daunting problem to solve, getting all climbers to 
the polls. There are institutional barriers and voter suppression tactics 
that exist to keep people from voting, especially people of color and 

7

Send it to 
the polls
Encouraging climbers to get out the vote

Amelia Howe

https://americanalpineclub.org/climb-the-hill
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minority communities. There is a general lack of understanding as 
to whether or not our voices actually matter. Among other barriers, 
there seems to be a shared sentiment of apathy due to the divided 
state of our politics. 

How can we break down barriers to voting within our community? 
How can we educate climbers about the importance of participating 
in democracy as well as navigating it’s nuanced channels? Ultimately, 
how can we get climbers to commit to vote in 2020?

Voting, like many issues that we work on here at the American Alpine 
Club, is something that can unite us. When people come together to 
support the places they love, big changes can happen. There is power 
in numbers, we see this every time a large bill passes that protects 
public lands and climbing resources. Last year, the largest public lands 
package in recent history passed in the senate with unbelievable 

bipartisan support largely due to 
you and your climbing partners, 
hunters and anglers, hikers and 
bikers, all coming together to 
support the legislation and protect 
public lands. Regardless of how 
you lean politically, on November 
3rd you can walk, ride, carpool, 
uber, or mail a ballot to the polls 
to have your voice heard and 
make an impact on not only the 
trajectory of our nation, but on 
your own community. What a 
wonderful thing! 

In the pre-COVID era, we created a campaign where we planned 
to meet climbers in the place they gather with their community: the 
climbing gym. We partnered with 30+ climbing gyms across the 
country, and were excited to host physical events where folks had the 
opportunity to come together, register to vote, climb with one another, 
and celebrate democracy in their communities. The relationships 
we formed with gyms are meaningful, only reaffirming the need 
for the community to come together and get climbers to the polls. 
Unfortunately, we have since had to pivot our project, and will now 
be connecting with the climbing community virtually. 

At the AAC we hope to reignite the excitement surrounding voting. We 
launched our Send it to the Polls initiative, which offers opportunities 

a Good times 
among the boulders 
of Rumbling Bald, NC. 
Land of the Cherokee 
and Moneton 
peoples. AAC member 
Forest Woodward
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to register and commit to vote, get educated on advocacy issues, 
and get our climbing partners involved. When united, the climbing 
community has a powerful collective voice. We want our elected 
officials to hear that voice, to work together and to reach across the 
aisle to protect our climbing landscapes, our communities, and our 
climate. Additionally, amidst the COVID-19 crisis, it  is becoming 
increasingly clear how difficult it is to vote. That is why the AAC 
is calling for mandatory online voter registration and for every 
registered voter to be mailed a ballot no matter where they live. 

We want climbing gyms, industry partners, athletes, and ambassadors 
sharing the importance of our message. Most importantly—we want 
you, your partners, and your greater climbing community to commit 
to Send it to the Polls in November.

a Climate change 
has affected 
our mountain 
environments, often 
increasing risk and 
danger for climbers. 
Commit to Send it 
to the polls today.

https://americanalpineclub.org/s2p-commit
https://americanalpineclub.org/s2p-commit
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a Pat Kingsbury hitting a high point on  the 
yet-to-be-sent Stemcell (5.13) during a free 

ascent push in 2015 in Bears Ears National 
Monument. Land of the Pueblo and Ute 

peoples. AAC member Jeremiah Watt

Keeping 
public lands in 
public hands
The National Environmental Policy Act

Taylor Luneau



a Raising a voice at a protest to save 
Bears Ears National Monument in Salt 
Lake City, UT. AAC member Jeremiah Watt
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Number of years the National Environmental 
Policy Act (“NEPA”) has provided important 
guardrails protecting the environment, 
cultural resources, and public health.

However, the current administration is 
attempting to overhaul the law by severely 
limiting environmental reviews, curtailing 
public comment, and allowing industry 
to conduct their own impact statements—
introducing bias into federal decision-
making and benefiting big polluters. 
Perhaps most concerning is the removal of 
the indirect and cumulative effects analysis, 
which requires the federal government to 
account for their impact on climate change.

NEPA is a bedrock environmental law that 
was built to provide oversight in a system 
that otherwise affords the government ample 
discretion. It’s important that we oppose 
revisions to NEPA and fight to maintain 
science and public comment in federal 
decision making.
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n 1970, Climbing Magazine made its debut in gear shops 
around the country, Pinnacle Gully on Mount Washington 

was led for the first time without a single step artificially being chopped 
in the ice, and Yosemite National Park’s Golden Age was coming 
to a close—culminating in Warren Harding and Dean Caldwell’s 
first ascent of the Dawn Wall and the arrival of the Stonemasters 
in the Valley. Around the same time that Doug Robinson and other 
“clean-climbing” advocates wrote the rules of an ethical approach 
to climbing, the nation realized it too needed guidelines to assure the 
government would consider the environment and act with excellence.

As the climbing culture grew out of the 1960’s, so did an awareness 
of humanity’s impact on the environment. Amid industrialization, an 
explosion of urban and suburban growth, and rampant pollution, 
an environmental awakening was occurring throughout the United 
States. Unchecked industrial development led to poor air and water 
quality—so bad that the Cuyahoga River actually caught fire—and 
demands were made for Congress to swiftly correct the misgivings 
of America’s growth.

Enter the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). Signed into 
law in 1970, it declared a broad national commitment to protecting 
and promoting environmental quality and created the Council 
on Environmental Quality (CEQ) tasked with overseeing the 
implementation of the law.

a In this short 
film, AAC’s Taylor 
Luneau and Winter 
Wildlands Alliance’s 
Hilary Eisen explain 
the ongoing threats 
to the National 
Environmental 
Policy Act. [View on 
YouTube] Film by AAC 

member Nate Kenney 

Saving NEPASaving NEPA
Watch laterWatch later ShareShare

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EY6ZpBIMV7s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EY6ZpBIMV7s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EY6ZpBIMV7s
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCTJaUZX0POvQbUCLlGaXgqw
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At its core, NEPA mandates informed decision-making based on 
sound science and requires that, to the fullest extent possible, all 
agencies of the federal government take a hard look at environmental 
consequences prior to issuing a decision. Put simply, NEPA requires 
that the federal government “look before they leap.”

Due to the guardrails put in place by NEPA’s environmental impact 
review process, science and public opinion are incorporated in the 
decision-making process and the government is required to be both 
transparent and accountable for their actions. These are values that 
are particularly important to the climbing community, as the vast 
majority of our climbing areas are located on federal public lands. 
For 50 years, NEPA has ensured that climber’s voices are considered 
on issues like climbing regulations in forest planning, balancing 
recreation with cultural preservation in national monuments, and 
promoting public health and our climate when considering energy 
infrastructure projects on public lands. 

Yet, the current administration is attacking NEPA, claiming that the 
regulations restrict development, cost jobs, and impact the welfare of 
the public. In an attempt to further their “energy dominance” agenda, 
the current administration proposed amending the rules of NEPA to 
include language that allows the government to sidestep NEPA’s 
important environmental reviews and cut out public opinion—all in 
the name of “efficiency.” In the past, the courts have been there to 
stop these attacks. However, the administration’s new strategy of 
amending NEPA’s regulations could result in limiting judicial review 
and bypassing congressional opinion by going straight for the law’s 
teeth—the CEQ’s regulations that interpret NEPA.

NEPA woven into the fabric of 
climbing and public lands

Throughout the pages of this Zine, you will encounter NEPA over 
and over.

In Colorado, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) was required 
to conduct an environmental impact statement (EIS) to review 25 oil 
and gas leases in the heart of the Thompson Divide, resulting in their 
cancellation due partly to overwhelming opposition heard through 
public comment.





a Jackson Marvell descending with his long 
time hombre and fellow route developer Pat 

Kingsbury after a free attempt on Angel of War, 
his latest creation on Arch Angel in Bears Ears 
National Monument. Land of the Pueblo and 

Ute peoples. AAC member Jeremiah Watt
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In Arizona, the United States Forest Service was mandated to 
complete an EIS evaluating the anticipated impacts of copper mining 
at Oak Flat before the public land of Tonto National Forest can be 
developed by a mining company known as Resolution Copper.

In Nevada, the BLM was mandated by NEPA’s scoping requirements 
to alert the public of oil and gas lease sales that threatened Great 
Basin National Park and climbing resources scattered across Eastern 
Nevada.

In Michigan and Georgia, where the results of climate change 
threaten public health, the outdoor recreation economy, and a way 
of life, NEPA’s cumulative and indirect effects analysis will help 
federal agencies to make informed decisions about their impact on 
the climate.

And, in Maine, environmental analyses conducted according to NEPA 
will protect the state’s rugged coastlines as it continues to develop 
an impressive renewable energy portfolio.

The simple act of voting could 
help preserve NEPA’s legacy

NEPA isn’t gone yet, but if we don’t act—it will be. Thanks to a law 
called the Congressional Review Act, law and rule changes that 
occur within a certain time period prior to the new administration 
taking office can be reviewed and unraveled. A change in leadership 
could therefore potentially stop these attacks on NEPA. 

Take Action

The current administration is pushing a false narrative about NEPA in 
order to justify major reforms that will benefit extractive industries and 
follow through on a campaign promise to dismantle environmental 
regulations. While there are ways that NEPA could be improved to 
benefit the public, the currently proposed changes are not them. 

Help preserve NEPA by texting “PROTECTNEPA” to 52886. Demand 
that congress exercise their congressional review powers to hold the 
White House accountable and preserve NEPA. Then exercise your 
democaratic duty this November and GO VOTE.

a [Opposite] Pat 
Kingsbury and 
Pamela Shanti Pack 
style the rodeo clip 
while working on 
American Horror Show 
(5.13) in Bears Ears 
National Monument. 
Land of the Pueblo 
and Ute peoples. AAC 
member Jeremiah Watt
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ak Flat, located just a couple hours east and a few thousand 
feet above Phoenix, will be forever lost to extractive mining 

within the coming years. To me, this is one of the great conservation 
failures of my time, and we should all learn from this unfortunate land 
swap in order to keep this from happening in the future.

Oak Flat sits a few thousand feet above the Sonoran desert floors next 
to the Superstition Mountains in the Tonto National Forest. The grassy 
canyons are lined with Emory oak interspersed by reddish brown 
towers and cliffs. Since the 70’s when climbers began to develop 
the area—it has served as a local climbing haven. Oak Flat boasts 
more than 2,500 established climbing routes from hard boulder 
problems to thoughtful sport climbs.  Beneath this landscape sits a 
significant copper deposit which now threatens its entire existence. 
Arizona’s economy has often been described as the 5 C’s: Cattle, 
Citrus, Climate, Cotton, and Copper. At the entrance to Oak Flat is 
an existing copper mine that will expand; just down the road a large 
strip mine already exposes thousands of feet of earth.

Arizona
The mourning of Oak Flat

Dr. Len Necefer

a [Opposite] Hayley 
Gendron chases 
the sun up Totem 
Pole (5.10+) in Oak 
Flat, AZ. Land of 
the Hopi, Yavapai, 
Western Apache, and 
Ancestral Puebloans 
peoples. AAC 
member Taylor Burk
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The legislative gears that began this mining on National Forest 
land began in 2013 when President Obama signed the National 
Defense Authorization Act—a must-pass bill for national defense. 
Within this bill the Arizona congressional delegation included a last 
minute “rider” known as the Southeast Arizona Land Exchange and 
Conservation Act. The act, effectively a land swap, traded 5,000 
acres of land controlled by Resolution Copper in exchange for 
2,500 acres in Oak Flat. 

The underground mine will use a technique known as cave blocking 
to mine the copper. While arguably less damaging than strip mining, 
the impacts of this will be clearly evident leaving behind a crater 
about 1,000 feet deep and close to two miles across. The scale of 
the crater will be visible from space. Lost in this crater will be the vast 
stands of Emory oak, medicinal plants, and ceremonial sites important 
to the San Carlos Apache tribe. Additionally, this mine will make up 
the biggest loss of climbing area access in history. This will not only 
remove a significant amount of the climbing resource in Oak Flat, but 
with it, the influx of visitors that generate revenue in surrounding towns 
when traveling to the climbing area. Regardless of the impacts, the 

legislation stipulated that the land 
transfer occurs within 60 days of 
completion of the Environmental 
Impact Study (EIS) required by the 
National Environmental Policy Act. 
The hand-off of the final EIS could 
happen any day now, making this 
land swap a done deal.

We lament the loss of rock features 
due to the natural course of 
geologic time or closures, however 
we have yet to truly encounter the 
loss of such a large area due to 
the deliberate consequence of an 

act of Congress. Eulogizing and lamenting the loss of an entire 
landscape as climbers is something that most of us are not equipped 
to handle. For the San Carlos Apache tribe, this loss will certainly 
be more significant as it threatens their identity as a people. Having 
grown up a significant part of my life in Arizona, I had been keenly 
aware of indigenous and climbing issues within the state. However, 
it seemed that Oak Flat never quite reached the level of attention 
and organization that was seen with Bears Ears. Why is that? I ask 
myself if there was something more that I could have done years ago 

THE SCALE OF THE CRATER WILL BE 

VISIBLE FROM SPACE. LOST IN THIS 

CRATER WILL BE THE VAST STANDS 

OF EMORY OAK, MEDICINAL 

PLANTS, AND CEREMONIAL SITES 

IMPORTANT TO THE SAN CARLOS 

APACHE TRIBE.
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to bring attention to this issue, I wonder if there’s anything I could do 
today. How could the climbing community have created meaningful 
coalitions with tribal nations, and joined together with locals to stand 
up for, and make a difference in Oak Flat? In many ways, I see this 
as how I’m managing the grief of the loss of Oak Flat.   

Yvon Chouinard’s axiom of taking action instead of wallowing in 
defeat and frustration has kept me focused on the core issue at 
hand: voting, representation, creating meaningful coalitions, and 
participation in the democratic process. Electing leaders that prioritize 
both environmental protection, indigenous rights, and support for 
the outdoor industry are the three issues I care about most. Electing 
leaders that prioritize these issues can help to us avoid another Oak 
Flat land grab.

a Aaron Mike, 
a Navajo rock 
climbing guide, 
NativesOutdoors 
athlete, and Native 
Lands Regional 
Coordinator for 
the Access Fund 
boulders in Northern 
Arizona. Land of 
the Hopi, Yavapai, 
Western Apache, 
Ancestral Puebloan 
people. AAC member 
James Q Martin

https://natives-outdoors.com/
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Georgia
Bracing for change, sitting in traffic

Alma Baste

tlanta, home to Outkast, Martin Luther King Jr, Waffle 
House, and one of the first bouldering competitions in the 

US—this city is an undefinable mass of culture and pride. The metro 
Atlanta area is home to over six million people, and nearly half of 
the population of Georgia belongs to non-white racial groups. We 
are a city known for music, food, and have been dubbed the “Silicon 
Valley of the South” in relation to our growing tech industry. We are 
the “city too busy to hate,” and too full of traffic to get anywhere in 
the 20 minutes projected by google maps. As Atlanta continues to 
grow, so does our diverse and blossoming climbing community, an 
exciting thing to have seen over the years. However, I fear for the 
future of this climbing community as climate change continues to 
impact our region and degrade our public health.

Georgia climbers are lucky. We can climb year-round, although ideal 
temperatures don’t really start until late September, with 40 degree 
winters, and carrying into sweet 60-degree days that last well into 
spring. Every once in a while you’ll even get a nice summer day 

a [Opposite] 
Brandon Belcher 
climbing Razor’s 
Edge (V6) in Zahnd 
Natural Area, GA. 
Land of the Cherokee 
peoples. AAC 
member Alma Baste

https://www.governing.com/gov-data/census/state-minority-population-data-estimates.html
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that doesn’t leave you feeling like someone is trying to steam you 
alive. Those steamy southern days are only projected to get worse. 
According to States at Risk, Georgia currently averages 20 dangerous 
heat days, or days with temperatures above 95 degrees Fahrenheit, 
a year. By 2050, that number of dangerous days is expected to hit 
90. Deaths associated with extreme heat are the leading cause of 
weather-related death in the state. The pursuit of summer climbing is 
growing increasingly more dangerous to our health. As the number of 
these dangerous heat days increase, the less we should be pursuing 
physical activity outside as we risk severe dehydration, heat stroke, 
or worse, death. 

Just last summer, in 2019, a high school football 
player suffered a heat stroke during practice 
which resulted in his death. Along with increased 
heat, we’re seeing more days of heavy rain, and 
I’m not talking about just more rain. I’m talking 
about the awe-inspiring, the sky is opening 
up, makes you feel a little religious, torrential 
dumping that occurs in southern summers. 
Between increased heat and increased flooding, 
our climbing season is going to get shorter and 
shorter—we all know slapping slopers is no fun 
with year-round humidity. 

From sport climbing and bouldering, to multi-
pitch trad, Georgia is home to a variety of 

climbing styles. Cool days are made all the more enjoyable due to 
the diverse climbing opportunities. If you’re looking for tall granite 
single pitch and multi-pitch cliffs, Tallulah Gorge, Mount Yonah, and 
Currahee Mountain are notable climbing areas nestled at the foothills 
of the southern start of the Appalachian Trail. If you’re looking for hard 
bouldering, you’re lucky to be in the same state as one of the best 
bouldering destinations in the southeast: Rocktown. Two hours from 
Atlanta, this paradise of sandstone boulders is a place often visited 
by Atlanta climbers on the weekends, who navigate city potholes 
and washed out dirt roads to get there. Boat Rock, an Atlanta pride 
and joy, is a granite bouldering field twenty minutes away from 
downtown, nestled in a small suburb. That 20 minutes though, can 
feel like a lifetime if you’re stuck in Atlanta traffic. 

The traffic here is no joke. You can come to Atlanta for good music, 
good food, Rocktown, and southern hospitality, but it could take 
you three hours to get there during rush hour. Fulton County and 

a Georgia 
receives a C- grade 
from the States 
at Risk America’s 
Preparedness Report 
Card and has not yet 
taken policy strides to 
improve its extreme 
heat resilience.

https://statesatrisk.org/georgia/extreme-heat
https://statesatrisk.org/georgia/extreme-heat
https://statesatrisk.org/georgia/extreme-heat
https://www.ajc.com/lifestyles/health/dangerous-heat-related-illnesses-what-you-need-know-stay-safe-hot-atlanta-weather/d6Tz7tSNcgPVJYkYf6Mv4J/
https://www.ajc.com/lifestyles/health/dangerous-heat-related-illnesses-what-you-need-know-stay-safe-hot-atlanta-weather/d6Tz7tSNcgPVJYkYf6Mv4J/
https://reportcard.statesatrisk.org/report-card/georgia/extreme_heat_grade
https://reportcard.statesatrisk.org/report-card/georgia/extreme_heat_grade
https://reportcard.statesatrisk.org/report-card/georgia/extreme_heat_grade
https://reportcard.statesatrisk.org/report-card/georgia/extreme_heat_grade
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Dekalb County, the two main counties running through the city of 
Atlanta, were given ratings of F and D respectively in the most recent 
State of the Air report by the Lung Association. This poor air quality 
is produced by our widespread reliance on cars to travel in and 
out of the city. Financially, the cost of congestion for Atlantans was 
$1,505 per driver and $3.5 billion for the city during 2018. INRIX, a 
company that specializes in transportation analytics, ranked Atlanta 
as the 10th most congested city in the country with the average driver 
spending 82 hours sitting in traffic. Our increased reliance on cars is 
only going to cost us more, as our city heats up and our population 
grows, we’ll start to see the impacts of ground-level ozone or smog. 
If we continue with the policies we have in place, it could lead to 
an increased rate in premature deaths into the thousands, according 
to the CDC. 

Right now Atlanta commuters are struggling, and simply carpooling to 
the crag is not enough. Our public transit is an institutional nightmare, 
and our interstates were designed, not with driver convenience in 
mind, but with the intention of destroying and further segregating black 
communities. Atlanta’s public transit (MARTA) could be seen as a 
viable option to prevent congestion, however it has been shut down 
and defunded time and time again by northern, predominately white, 
counties during local and state elections.  This began in the 1960s 
when MARTA was denied extension into the suburbs and was limited 
to receiving only 50% of sales tax for operating costs, courtesy of 
segregationist Lester Maddox threatening to block financial progress 
in the senate. This year, there is a possibility of increasing funding 
and expansion during the November 2020 elections for MARTA 
pending approval by the Gwinnett County Board of Commissioners, 
which will be based on perceived interest from residents.

Think public transit doesn’t affect you because you’re a climber? 
Consider all the times you’ve sat in traffic trying to leave work in 
downtown to make it to any number of our metropolitan area gyms. 
If you’re close to the perimeter, you’re looking at an additional 15 
minutes of traffic time, if you’re lucky. If you’re not, that could result 
in a full hour of stop and go traffic. What about coming back from 
Rocktown after a long day of working your project? You’re tired, 
you had a beer or two at Mellow Mushroom on your way back, 
the last thing you want to do is sit in an additional 45 minutes of 
traffic because of a wreck or a Braves game—it’s definitely made me 
consider moving to Chattanooga a few times. While Chattanooga 
does have perks, it can’t compare to the sheer amount of diversity 
in people, job opportunities, and possibilities to initiate change.

http://www.stateoftheair.org/city-rankings/states/georgia/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local/atlanta-ranks-among-america-most-congested-cities/zynWXNr6l0M35mnP8r0TVK/
https://inrix.com/scorecard-city/?city=Atlanta%2C%20GA&index=47
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/traffic-atlanta-segregation.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/traffic-atlanta-segregation.html
https://www.atlantamagazine.com/great-reads/marta-tsplost-transportation/
https://atlanta.curbed.com/2020/2/28/21157416/atlanta-marta-gwinnett-county-transit-expansion-ballot
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Atlanta is a beautiful, diverse, and proud city. Atlantans are quick to 
tell you that they’re from here, and it’s on us, as outdoor enthusiasts, 
to continue making this a city to be proud of. If we don’t take action 
against climate change, especially given our significant contribution 
to regional air pollution, we could possibly kiss our lengthy climbing 
season goodbye. We must show up to our local elections and support 
ballot measures that preserve our beautiful state. We must elect 
officials that will not only fight to deter climate change, but also 
fight to protect our diverse population, a population that’s seen so 
much marginalization and segregation, and in turn, was the birth of 
the civil rights movement. This year we have the opportunity to put 
people in place who will take the initiative to make change and work 
with those in local government, like Mayor Keisha Lance Bottoms, 
to continue challenging and improving this incredible city. We still 
have a long way to go, but as climbers, we can make a difference. 
We can vote for change.

a [Opposite] Dom 
Davis crimps her way 
through the top-out 
of a climb in Panola 
Mountain, GA. Land 
of the Muscogee/
Creek peoples. AAC 

member Alma Baste

For the Love of Climbing Podcast

Episode 17: What We Know

Kathy Karlo

This is what we know: Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor 
and George Floyd are victims of three separate crimes 
against black people and they’re not the only ones. 
These cases have raised questions about racial profiling 

and racial bias—issues affecting millions of people every day, but 
especially individuals from the black community. And it’s causing 
black people to ask allies to do better.

Where do we begin to unpack this? It’s really complicated, heavy, and 
so deep-seated within our society—even wihtin ourselves. Brandon 
Belcher and I sat down last November and this conversation needs 
and deserves to be heard—not just by the climbing community, but 
by the world at large. We still have a lot of work to do, and that 
work begins by listening to one another and listening especially to 
those who have the least power in society.

Kathy Karlo is the creator of the blog and podcast, For the Love of 
Climbing, which seeks to go beyond sends and spray to remind us 
of the heart of climbing: the lifestyle, heartbreak, failures, sends–
and everything in between. Originally hailing from Brooklyn, NY 
she currently lives in Salt Lake City, UT. fortheloveofclimbing.com

Additional article 

sources:

Atlanta ranks 
among America’s 
‘most congested’ 
cities, Atlanta 

Journal-Constitution, 

Feb. 13, 2019

Climate and 
Health, Center for 
Disease Control 
and Prevention, 
Sept. 9, 2019

https://fortheloveofclimbing.com/2020/06/01/17-what-we-know/
https://www.fortheloveofclimbing.com/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local/atlanta-ranks-among-america-most-congested-cities/zynWXNr6l0M35mnP8r0TVK/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local/atlanta-ranks-among-america-most-congested-cities/zynWXNr6l0M35mnP8r0TVK/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local/atlanta-ranks-among-america-most-congested-cities/zynWXNr6l0M35mnP8r0TVK/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local/atlanta-ranks-among-america-most-congested-cities/zynWXNr6l0M35mnP8r0TVK/
https://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/effects/air_pollution.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/effects/air_pollution.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/effects/air_pollution.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/effects/air_pollution.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/effects/air_pollution.htm
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a Shaking out the screaming 
barfies high above Lake Superior, 
MI. Land of the Sioux peoples. AAC 
member Mike Wilkinson
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he Upper Peninsula of Michigan, or the U.P. as we call it, 
has remained one of North America’s largest suppliers 

of iron ore since large-scale mining began in this region over 160 
years ago. Just 20 minutes from my outdoor gear shop in Marquette, 
Downwind Sports, you’ll find the Tilden and Empire open pit mines 
- just two of the many up here. Mining is deeply embedded in the 
culture of the U.P. and the iron supports our major factories on the 
East Coast.

While the U.P. is known for its rich iron deposits and long legacy of 
mining, it’s also become well-known for another natural resource—
ice. Lake Superior’s cliffy shorelines develop seemingly endless 
amounts of ice, making it a contender for one of the nation’s best 
ice climbing destinations.

Michigan
Leading from the local level

Bill Thompson
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Although first discovered in the late 1970’s, it wasn’t until Mark 
Reisch organized the first Michigan Ice Festival (MIF) in 1991 that 
ice climbing really caught on in the U.P. Nearly 30 years later, the 
MIF is now the longest running ice festival in the country— growing 
from 26 scrappy climbers at that first event in 1991, to more than 
1,000 climbers from 36 states and 7 countries in 2019.

I stepped into the leadership role of the MIF back in 1995, and 
while I’m proud of the growth we’ve made since then, I worry deeply 
about the effect a changing climate will have on our next 30 years. 
Climate change is real. It’s having a clear and tangible impact on the 
landscape and shorelines of the U.P. When you have a relationship 
to winter like ice climbers do, you experience these impacts firsthand.

Ice is a fickle medium. We need consistent cold temperatures to build 
strong ice to climb on, and while melt-freeze cycles are helpful in 
accomplishing that goal, ice may not rebuild when melt phases last 
too long. We’ve experienced this in the Bay of Lake Superior, which 
separates Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore from Grand Island.

While there is phenomenal ice climbing along Pictured Rocks, an 
incredible resource managed by the National Park Service, just a 

mile off shore is Grand Island, home 
to some of the best ice cragging in 
the Midwest. When the Bay freezes, 
we can ski or snowmobile across 
the lake ice to access the routes, but 
in the last two years, the bay hasn’t 
frozen solid enough for us to safely 
access the island.

As the saying goes—an inch of ice 
will hold a man; two inches, a man 

and his horse. While I personally prefer thicker ice than that for 
crossing the lake, we didn’t even come close this past year. This is a 
trend that makes me fearful not only for the future of the ice festival, 
but for the future of Michigan.

The U.P. may have notoriously cold winters, but a warming trend 
over the past two decades has forced us to move the MIF from early 
January in 1991 to mid-February in 2019 in hopes that the Lake Ice 
would be frozen and provide access to Grand Island. As it turns out, 
the Western Upper Peninsula has warmed 2.7 degrees Fahrenheit 
since 1951, and the Great Lakes are predicted to warm another 3-7 

KNOWING THAT INACTION IS NOT 

AN OPTION FOR ADDRESSING 

CLIMATE CHANGE, IT’S CRITICAL 

THAT WE BE LIKE FLYING FISH—

ADAPT OR DIE.

a [Opposite]
Michigan’s Upper 
Peninsula displays 
some fine, iron-tinted 
ice. Land of the 
Sioux  peoples. AAC 
member Luke Tikkinen
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a Ice climbing along 
the shores of Lake 
Superior, MI provides 
an experience like 
few others. This 
film above, Fallen 
Feather, showcases 
the amazing ice 
formations and 
world class climbing 
to be found in the 
upper midwest. Film 

by AAC member 

Aaron Peterson

degrees Fahrenheit over the next 70 years. Lake Superior is one of 
the fastest warming lakes in the world– warming at three times the 
average global rate.

Warming winters are a direct threat to winter recreation like ice 
climbing, and the local economies that depend on them—that’s a 
given. But more than simply taking its toll on our ice climbing resources 
in Michigan, climate change will impact the more than 34 million 
people who rely on the clean and abundant freshwater supplied by 
the Great Lakes region, not to mention the regional fisheries and other 
fauna that depend on the health of the basin’s ecosystem. Flooding, 
waterborne pathogens, invasive species, and beach closures are all 
expected to plague Lake Superior as temperatures rise.

Knowing that inaction is not an option for addressing climate change, 
it’s critical that we be like flying fish—adapt or die.

In the absence of federal action on climate change, I’m encouraged 
by the efforts of my hometown, Marquette, MI, for addressing the 
climate crisis. The efforts were recently spotlighted by the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science, who show how this 
little northern city is taking big steps to adapt to a changing climate. 
Our city’s Climate Adaptation Task Force worked with Michigan 
State University to develop a guidebook to address climate-related 
health risks, prevent the erosion of our lakeshores and manage 

Fallen Feather | A Michigan Ice Story
from Aaron Peterson Studios

10:09

https://vimeo.com/aaronpetersonstudio
https://vimeo.com/268278332
https://vimeo.com/aaronpetersonstudio
https://vimeo.com/268278332
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stormwater by taking such actions as overhauling our city masterplan 
and adopting climate smart zoning. The broader climate adaptation 
work coming out of Michigan will serve as a guidebook for other 
communities around the country, and hopefully for the lawmakers 
in Washington D.C.

I often refer to the MIF as a family reunion. Our community of ice 
climbers is a tight knit one and I love seeing folks return to the U.P. 
each winter to scale the scenic waterfalls. Yet simply adapting to 
climate change will not refreeze the Bay. For that to occur we need 
aggressive action to mitigate the greenhouse gases that lead to a 
changing climate. MIF is trying to do its part by offering festival 
participants the opportunity to offset their carbon footprint to travel 
to the festival. As a result, we contributed a donation to the Honnold 
Foundation in 2020.

But while states and local cities like Marquette may try to manage up 
on the issue of climate, what we need are federal lawmakers willing 
to lead our nation in addressing the issue. Otherwise ice climbing 
everywhere stands to be lost. That’s something that drives me to the 
polling booth this November.

States and small cities like Marquette can take action on climate, but 
we cannot do it alone. We need federal lawmakers that are willing 
to push the needle when addressing climate issues. I fear if they do 
not, ice climbing stands to be lost not only here in the U.P. but all 
across the globe. This is what I’ll be keeping in mind as I head to the 
polling booth, or mail in my ballot this November.
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Utah
Arepas brought us together, to advocacy

Katie Boué

y favorite memory of climbing in Utah doesn’t have much to 
do with climbing at all–it’s about arepas. It was a chilly Joe’s 

Valley evening, and I stood shivering in my tattered blue bathrobe 
with my amiga Adriana Chimaras, shaping corn masa patties by 
hand. Each arepa grilled on a campstove, gently carved open, then 
stuffed with cheese and ground venison from the local butcher. Our 
campsite was crowded with callous-handed climbers clamoring for 
their turn to eat one.

Adriana and I are both from Miami, but we met in Joe’s Valley in 
2013–both of our first trips to the sandstone treasure trove of Emery 
County. Our friendship was cultivated across boulder fields, boxes 
of butterfinger donuts, cutting our teeth on Kill By Numbers, and 
being two of the only women in our road life familia who knew about 
cafecito and Celia Cruz. 

Orangeville was unlike any place I’d ever climbed–a town built by 
the coal industry, but struggling to thrive through shifting economies. 

a [Opposite] 
Seeking the comfort 
of the Swell’s desert 
wash. Land of the 
Freemont, Paiute, 
and Ute. AAC 
member Katie Boué

https://www.mountainproject.com/route/107185361/kill-by-numbers
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Everyone seemed to know each other, exchanging friendly 
neighborhood gossip while sharing side-eyes at the strange folks 
lugging mattress backpacks into the canyons to boulder. There was 
a family in town who would fill up your truck bed with firewood for 
$10, and another further down the highway with the best beef jerky 
in town–sold out of their backyard butcher shop.

Neither of us worked in public 
lands or outdoor advocacy, 
but it turns out, Joe’s Valley is 
the place that put Adriana and 
I on career paths of serving the 
outdoor community. We spent 
more than a few weeks living 
around Orangeville during that 
inaugural trip to Joe’s Valley, and 
one day spotted a flyer outside 
the Food Ranch promoting a 
city-wide volunteer clean up 
day. Our camp agreed to trade 
a day of climbing for a day of 
giving back to the town that had 
given us so much as visitors. The 

locals were surprised when we showed up at the park ready to 
shovel street gutters and haul tree trimmings. I think of that day as 
a spark proving that a place like Emery County can, and should, 
tap into Utah’s $737 million outdoor recreation economy–in a way 
that bolsters tourism, yes, but more importantly, in a way that creates 
symbiosis between outdoor recreation and healthy communities. 

These days, an estimated 15,000 climbers travel to Joe’s Valley each 
year. Each climber who comes to this place leaves an advocate for 
it. We wax poetic about the smooth sandstone, gritty climbs, idyllic 
campsites, and small town bliss of this place.

I left Joe’s Valley that spring and continued onward for a yearlong 
van trip around public lands and climbing destinations. Similarly, 
Adriana spent time after our fateful Joe’s connection traveling and 
climbing around the country. 

A few years after we both parked our full-time van lives, Adriana 
helped launch the Joe’s Valley Bouldering Festival  in collaboration 
with the Emery County community. I started working in the outdoor 
industry, fell in love with advocating for public lands, and eventually 

a Featured in the 
Reel Rock Film Tour, 
The United States of 
Joes, is an amazing 
short film about the 
relationship between 
climbers and the 
community of Emery 
County, Utah. Click 
the link above to 
view. Sender Films & 
Big Up Productions

https://www.outsideonline.com/2302291/emery-county-utah-monument
https://www.outsideonline.com/2302291/emery-county-utah-monument
https://www.joesvalleyfest.com
https://www.redbull.com/embed/rrn:content:episode-videos:655f5145-1051-4dbd-a140-fa41fae59e02:en-INT
https://www.redbull.com/embed/rrn:content:episode-videos:655f5145-1051-4dbd-a140-fa41fae59e02:en-INT
https://www.redbull.com/embed/rrn:content:episode-videos:655f5145-1051-4dbd-a140-fa41fae59e02:en-INT
https://www.redbull.com/embed/rrn:content:episode-videos:655f5145-1051-4dbd-a140-fa41fae59e02:en-INT
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founded my own organization called the Outdoor Advocacy Project. 
Today, we both live in Utah–and Adriana just bought her first home 
in Castle Dale, where she works as the Director of the Emery County 
Tourism Board, a job that ties together her love for recreating on 
Emery County’s public lands with creating meaningful connections 
with the people who live in the places climbers love to visit. 

Our phone calls these days are no longer about beta for boulder 
problems–our conversations are centered around collaborating 
to promote responsible recreation, dishing about rural outdoor 
economies, and advocating to protect and celebrate the Utah public 
lands that brought us together in the first place. We no longer just 
take from Joe’s Valley, we’ve found ways to give back too.

Every year, I travel to D.C. to lobby on the issues that matter most to 
me. A few years ago, my climbing advocacy story came full circle 
as I walked into Rep. John Curtis’ office to advocate for the Emery 
County Public Land Management Act of 2018. While we may not 
agree on everything, Rep. Curtis and I built a relationship through a 
single shared value, we both believe that Emery County’s public lands 
are a resource that deserve to be protected. This bill eventually passed 
as the John D. Dingell, Jr. Conservation, Management, and Recreation 
Act protecting land and recreation in the place that first taught me 
the importance of stewardship and community 
through shared values. The passing of this bill 
proved to me that ranchers and recreationists, or 
climbers and representatives can come together 
to create powerful collaborations that make an 
impact in policy. Standing in a suit jacket and heels 
lobbying in DC, I couldn’t have been farther from 
the canyons of sandstone where I made arepas in 
my bathrobe–and yet, I never felt closer to the land.

My hope for every climber is that we can each discover what I found 
through making Venezulean camp food and bouldering in Joe’s 
Valley: the power of community, and the importance of stewardship. 
Whether you join a volunteer adopt-a-crag day, commit to calling 
your representatives when the places you love are under threat, 
make it your full-time job to advocate for the land, or get out and 
vote for responsible leaders– we must take action to protect the 
places we love.

Consider moving your vote to the top of your advocacy list this 
November.

a Brody Leven 
searching for routes 
in the Swell with 
a furry friend in 
tow. Land of the 
Freemont, Paiute, 
and Ute. AAC 
member Katie Boué

https://outdooradvocacy.com
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Nevada
Big oil ’s encroachment on outdoor recreation

Mark Butler

hen I was Superintendent at Joshua Tree National Park, I 
was fortunate to meet thousands of climbers from around 

the world. They would tell me about their trip, their favorite pitch, and 
why they visited the Park — to climb of course, but also to experience 
solitude, and the beautiful undeveloped views of the California desert. 
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Views like those found near Joshua Tree are unparalleled throughout 
the American West, especially in my home state of Nevada.

I moved to Washoe Valley near Carson City in 2015 because I was 
attracted to the area’s proximity to public lands, its diversity of outdoor 
recreation, and the beautiful mountain and high desert landscapes.

Like many other states, Nevada’s public lands support a thriving 
outdoor recreation economy sustaining three times as many jobs as 
the oil and gas industry and bringing in $12.6 billion in consumer 
spending annually. Unlike other Western states, however, Nevada 
is disproportionately composed of public lands managed by the 
Bureau of Land Management. Nevada is home to 47.8 million acres 
of BLM land — that’s more than twice the amount of the next highest 
state in the lower 48. Because of this, decisions made by BLM land 
managers can have a big impact on not only our state, but on the 
thousands of rock climbs found on BLM lands, like the world renown 
Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area.

a The outdoor recreation economy 
in Nevada generates $12.6 billion in 

consumer spending a year, yet the 
state is under threat of losing public 

lands to the energy dominance agenda 
of the current administration.

https://outdoorindustry.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/OIA_RecEcoState_NV.pdf
https://outdoorindustry.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/OIA_RecEcoState_NV.pdf
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As a Nevadan and a public lands advocate, I’m concerned that 
leadership at the BLM has forgotten its mandate to oversee the many 
resources found on public lands for the present and future needs 
of people by coordinating the management of resources “without 
permanent impairment of the productivity of the land and the quality 
of the environment.” This directive can only be accomplished when 
passive-uses, like outdoor recreation, cultural preservation and 
land conservation, and extractive-uses like drilling and mining, are 
considered evenly and fairly in resource management decisions.

Instead of balanced decision making, it feels like oil and gas leasing 
have been prioritized above all other public interests including rock 
climbing. With a singular “energy dominance” agenda from the 
current administration, an immense amount of pressure continues 
to be placed on the BLM to open hundreds of thousands of acres 
for oil and gas development. It’s also disturbing that many of those 

acres are at the doorsteps of the state’s 
premier outdoor recreation destinations, 
including our National Parks. This 
management style will almost certainly 
impact recreational experiences and the 
outdoor recreation economy.

To provide an example, in 2018, the 
Trump administration planned to auction 
leases for more than 900,000 acres of 
oil and gas extraction on the doorstep 
of Nevada’s Great Basin National Park. 
In Nevada alone, more than 2.5 million 
acres have been put up for lease since 

2017. That’s more than twice the amount set for sale in the last four 
years of the Obama administration, which ranks Nevada third for 
the most leases in the country. In the wide-open spaces of Eastern 
and Central Nevada in particular, runaway oil and gas leasing has 
the potential to significantly impact the Great Basin’s stunning scenic 
views, remote alpine trails, and its internationally recognized night sky.

Speculative oil and gas leasing 
at the heart of the problem 

When we take a harder look at energy development on federal 
public lands, we see that a major issue plaguing our leasing system 
is “speculative leasing.” This practice consists of purchasing land 

THE CURRENT ADMINISTRATION 

HAS REMOVED PROTECTIONS FOR 

MORE THAN 35 MILLION ACRES OF 

PUBLIC LANDS—THAT’S ROUGHLY 

THE SIZE OF FLORIDA AND NEARLY 

1,000 TIMES MORE LAND THAN THE 

ADMINISTRATION HAS PROTECTED
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leases that may have poor oil and gas development potential, often 
for only a few dollars per acre, and then sitting on these cheaply 
purchased leased lands, often for decades, until prices change or the 
discovery of a new drilling technique makes extraction cheaper. This 
practice is particularly troubling as it allows industry groups to tie up 
thousands of acres of public lands in a manner that serves little public 
purpose, undermining conservation efforts, and effectively removing 
those lands from otherwise supporting local outdoor recreation 
infrastructure and economies.

Popular outdoor recreation destinations across the country have 
already been exposed to this form of leasing. Places like the Ruby 
Mountains here in Nevada, the Great Sand Dunes National Park in 
Colorado, Canyonlands and Capitol Reef National Parks in Utah, 
and Chaco Canyon National Park in New Mexico, have all felt the 
threat of speculative leasing. Oddly though, to date only half of the 
25 million acres of public lands leased to the oil and gas industry 
are currently being developed, which raises the question of why 
more lands are being tied up instead of using what is already under 
contract?

Asserting Energy Dominance 
Through Agency Reform

The current administration’s approach to oil and gas development is 
simply out of place, even when compared to previous administrations. 
In an effort to provide the fossil fuel industry unfettered access to 
public lands, the current administration has removed protections for 
more than 35 million acres of public lands—that’s roughly the size 
of Florida and nearly 1,000 times more land than the administration 
has protected.

So how did we get here? One avenue that I’ve witnessed over the 
past few years is the misuse of the land management agencies to 
assert this energy dominance agenda. Consider how the BLM was 
recently moved to Colorado by Secretary David Bernhardt, a move 
that resulted in the loss of many career employees who were unable 
to make this transition. Or the appointment of William Perry Pendly, 
a fierce anti-public lands advocate serving as the Acting Director of 
the BLM. Appointed positions are meant to be short term, until the 
appointee can navigate the formal Senate confirmation process. 
However, Secretary Bernhardt has reconfirmed Acting Director 
Pendley’s appointment so many times that environmental groups 
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are now suing the Department of Interior due to the reality that these 
Secretarial extensions remove necessary checks and balances by 
preventing the public from having a say in who manages our public 
lands.

The People We Put in Power Will Ultimately 
Choose to Address This...Or Not.

What’s important to remember about all of this is that the people 
who are elected to lead our country will ultimately have the final say 
on who manages our public lands and for what purpose the lands 
are managed. It is encouraging to see bills making their rounds in 
Washington D.C. and to see leaders like Nevadan Senator Catherine 
Cortez Masto introducing legislation to protect public lands across the 
West by prohibiting the practice of speculative oil and gas leasing on 
lands that are determined by the BLM to have low or no potential for 
development. But it’s more important our elected officials know that 
the public wants a more balanced approach to energy development 
on our public lands.

To accomplish this, we need elected officials who are willing to step in 
and demand that land managers are appointed through appropriate 
channels and that once in leadership, they prioritize recreation, 
conservation, and cultural preservation as much as - if not more 
than - extractive industries. Without leaders who can accomplish 
this, outdoor recreation, the environment, and our climate will suffer.

That’s why I’ll be at the polls in November.

a [Opposite] Laur 
Sabourin climbing 
on the Great Red 
Roof (5.13b), Red 
Rock National 
Conservation Area, 
NV. Land of the 
Southern Paiute and 
Newe peoples. AAC 
member Drew Smith
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Colorado
Climbers stand up for the CORE Act, 
protecting the state’s outdoor heritage

Lea Linse

ucked between the Rocky Mountains to the East and red 
deserts to the West lie 200,000 acres of quiet land known 

as the Thompson Divide. With its rolling hills, scrub forests, picturesque 
cattle pastures, and dusty sagebrush, the Divide lacks the grandeur 
and snow capped summits that you find in the nearby Maroon 
Bells-Snowmass Wilderness. It also lacks the throngs of summer 
hikers and incessant busy roads, instead offering meandering trails, 
trickling streams, and only a few quiet roads. Though it sits within 
an hour drive of the internationally renowned sport climbing mecca 
Rifle Mountain Park as well as the granite paradise of Independence 
Pass, I see why the Thompson Divide isn’t on climbers’ radar. It hosts 
only one small sport crag (a local favorite however), and the quality 
boulders, sport crags, and ice climbs around the tiny town of Redstone 
are just beyond the border of the Divide. While rock climbing isn’t 
going to put the Thompson Divide on the map, the Thompson Divide 
remains relevant to all of us.

a [Opposite] 
The threat to 
development on the 
Thompson Divide has 
been long contested 
by Western Slope 
locals. Land of the Ute 
peoples. EcoFlight
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In the last decade, the Thompson Divide gained notoriety as the 
centerpiece of a fierce grassroots campaign showcasing the 
importance of public land resources, and the value of citizen 
engagement in public land management. 

The vast majority of the Thompson Divide is public land, managed by 
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and the US Forest Service 
(USFS) for “multiple uses.” This land supports a wealth of agriculture, 
tourism, and recreational opportunities like hiking, climbing, biking, 
and hunting. The Thompson Divide has been at the heart of the 
Roaring Fork Valley ranching community for more than a century, 
supporting 30+ successful farms and cattle ranches that graze animals 
on this rich land. 

As a kid growing up in Carbondale, I understood early on that my 
quality of life was greatly improved by the access we had to the 
outdoors. This meant building forts, going sledding (the Thompson 
Divide had the best sledding hill around), and eating cheeseburgers 
from grass-fed beef raised fifteen minutes up the road in the Thompson 
Divide. In high school, at a time when I was itching for more 
independence and an escape from teenage drama, the safe and 
accessible public lands on the Divide allowed me to satisfy those 
needs through outdoor recreation. There, I learned to backcountry 
ski, went on my first no-adults backpacking trip with friends, and led 
my first sport climb. 

In the late 2000s, rumors surfaced that a Houston-based company 
wanted to drill for natural gas in the Thompson Divide. The company 
owned several natural gas leases there, but had yet to develop them. 
When leases are developed the impact is noticeable. Development 
includes the building of new roads, frequent use of heavy machinery 
and subsequent truck traffic, and multiple wells with automated 
pumps. The expansive spider web of infrastructure required to service 
these leases is evident in nearby towns along the I-70 corridor, 
where, if driving from the Front Range of Colorado to Utah, you 
could see numerous natural gas wells and related facilities. This 
sprawling network is even more visible from the air. This development 
falls mostly within Garfield County, home to Rifle Mountain Park. 
This county produced more natural gas than any other county in 
Colorado—sometimes more than twice as much as other leading 
counties—from 2007-2014.

Natural gas development in the Divide quickly became the talk of 
the town in Carbondale. There were new articles in the paper almost 

https://www.savethompsondivide.org/agriculture
https://www.savethompsondivide.org/agriculture
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daily about the topic, which my mom would clip and save for me to 
read. I remember reading about the newly formed Thompson Divide 
Coalition (TDC) in 2007, a group that would become the soul of the 
grassroots effort to conserve the Divide. TDC is governed by a diverse 
volunteer board of local stakeholders like ranchers, small business 
owners, and community leaders who all agree on one thing—the 
Thompson Divide is a place 
too special to drill for natural 
gas. They made clear from the 
start that they weren’t against 
natural gas development on 
the whole, and many of them 
even cringed at being called 
“environmentalists.” Rather, 
they simply wanted what was 
best for their community. 

Around the time that the TDC 
was formed, natural gas 
development in Garfield 
County was  exploding as 
a result of technological 
advances and federal policies 
that encouraged rapid development. As natural gas wells became 
more numerous in rural communities such as Parachute, Silt, and Rifle, 
public health concerns associated with natural gas development 
were frequently reported by residents. 

For example, 2010, Garfield County released a Health Impact 
Assessment specific to a drilling plan in the nearby community of 
Battlement Mesa finding that, “[this] development plan is likely 
to change air quality and produce undesirable health impacts in 
residents living in close proximity throughout the community...”. 
Additionally, in 2011, the nonprofit Global Community Monitor 
found elevated levels of “22 toxic chemicals,” including hydrogen 
sulfide in the air near natural gas drilling sites (and rural homes) in 
Silt. And in 2013, there was a notable benzene leak confirmed in 
Parachute Creek, near several residential water wells. 

With this backdrop of contamination reports and health complaints, 
residents near the Thompson Divide were extremely concerned about 
the impacts of drilling near their homes. Still, research on the topic 
remained scarce and sometimes conflicting, such as in a 2017 study 
conducted by the Colorado Department of Public Health and the 

a Grazing, hunting, 
recreation, and public 
health are all at risk if 
the Thompson Divide 
is not protected from 
future development. 
Land of the Ute 
peoples. EcoFlight

https://www.postindependent.com/news/report-finds-possible-health-risks-from-drilling/
https://www.postindependent.com/news/report-finds-possible-health-risks-from-drilling/
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Environment that claimed “the risk of harmful health effects (was) 
low for residents living near oil and gas operations” but called for 
further research on exposure risks. We know now, however, following 
the updated report in 2019 by ICF, that emissions near drilling and 
hydraulic fracturing sites can cause serious negative health impacts.

In addition to health and pollution concerns, one of the strongest 
arguments for protecting the divide were the economic benefits. 
Benefits the community argued, relied on the land remaining 
undeveloped.  

An economic impact analysis completed in 2013 found that recreation, 
agriculture, and tourism—activities that locals argued would be 
most negatively impacted by natural gas development—collectively 
contribute nearly 300 jobs and $30 million to the local economy 
each year. In a town of only 6,500 people in 2013—those numbers 

a The pristine 
Thompson Divide 
deserves to be 
protected. Hunters, 
anglers, climbers, 
ranchers, and 
environmentalists 
alike have all come 
together to stand 
up for these lands. 
Land of the Ute 
peoples. EcoFlight

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5c0588d09772ae07847929bf/t/5cc2367c1905f44068b193d4/1556231810849/BBC+Economic+Analysis+-+2013-2.pdf
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make a big difference. These uses of the Divide are also sustainable. 
They’ve provided for the community for generations and would 
continue to, so long as the Divide was left free of development. This 
was an argument that helped to rally a broad base of supporters, 
well beyond those whose health or property might be affected.

There are many other benefits to not allowing oil and gas in the 
Divide. Extracting carbon rich fuels and leaching methane into the 
air is counterproductive to combating climate change. Leaving fossil 
fuels in the ground is truly a form of climate action. In addition, 
several of the areas up for lease at the time were federally designated 
roadless areas. By cutting roads into these pristine areas, natural 
gas development would disrupt wildlife like deer and elk, pushing 
them out of critical winter ranges and disrupting their migration and 
calving grounds.

Five years after the Thompson Divide Coalition formed, the area was 
as threatened as ever. I knew I had to add my voice to the fight so I 
started a student led initiative aimed at engaging young people in 
this local issue. I spoke at a town hall meeting in front of nearly 300 
people and later helped organize a student delegation to deliver 
1,152 letters from concerned citizens to the BLM headquarters in Silt, 
CO, asking them to let the leases expire . 

These experiences opened my eyes to the challenges of grassroots 
activism, and the importance of local land managers and government 
officials. In the case of mineral leasing, almost all of the key decisions 
that we were concerned about, were being made right down the 
road, in local BLM offices, at county commission meetings, and in 
town halls by people who lived in our communities, not politicians in 
far away places. Because of the proximity of decision makers, and 
our efforts to engage them, I feel we made a significant difference, 
not only in our community, but in the trajectory of the Thompson 
Divide debate. 

What would be a key decider for the fate of several leases on the 
Thompson Divide would be the environmental impact analysis the BLM 
was forced to conduct in accordance with the National Environmental 
Policy Act. As it turned out, the BLM’s first analysis was improperly 
conducted resulting in their issuing of the leases illegally.

When the BLM released the updated draft EIS in November 2015, 
they received over 50,000 comments—most in support of protecting 
the Divide and doing away with the illegal leases. For reference, 

https://letstalkthompsondivide.wordpress.com
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W-qoxRIFs-M
https://www.aspendailynews.com/public-comments-top-in-blm-oil-and-gas-analysis/article_5c341ecb-68cb-51db-a710-6f3d4c7c8eee.html
https://www.aspendailynews.com/public-comments-top-in-blm-oil-and-gas-analysis/article_5c341ecb-68cb-51db-a710-6f3d4c7c8eee.html
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the population of Carbondale and Glenwood Springs combined 
amounted to less than 20,000 people in 2016, demonstrating the 
widespread nature of support from all surrounding communities and 
businesses. On top of that, the BLM hosted 3 public meetings for 
citizens to raise concerns. One meeting in Carbondale turned out a 
whopping 240 people on a Wednesday night!

With the consistent outcry from the public, and the updated 
environmental analysis, the BLM decided to cancel 25 undeveloped 
leases in the heart of the Thompson Divide—a realty that would not 
have emerged without the NEPA process.

Though several of the leases in the Thompson Divide have been 
cancelled, the area has yet to be removed from future leasing. The 
hope of permanent protection was introduced in a bill sponsored by 
Senator Bennett in 2017 called the Thompson Divide Withdrawal and 
Protection Act, which has since been lumped into a larger package 
called the  Colorado Outdoor Recreation Economy (CORE) Act.  

The CORE Act, recognizes the economic and ecological benefits 
provided by public lands like the Thompson Divide, and would 
permanently withdraw the Divide from new leasing. The Act also 
introduces protections for recreational opportunities in other locations 
across Colorado—designating wilderness in the San Juans, protecting 
climbing areas in the 10 Mile Range and preserving climbing history 
by establishing a first-of-its-kind National Historic Landscape to 
honor Colorado’s military legacy at Camp Hale.

The CORE Act, however, has met significant political resistance from 
certain actors. Representative Tipton, for instance, introduced a similar 
bill of his own, the REC Act, which is nearly identical to the CORE 
Act except that it doesn’t include protection for the Thompson Divide. 
Reportedly, this omission was due to concerns from some of Tipton’s 
constituents, mainly the Garfield County Commissioners, who have 
consistently opposed protections for the Divide and sided with oil and 
gas companies. The Thompson Divide Coalition has implored residents 
of Garfield County to write to their commissioners and tell them to 
support protections for the Divide, but with seemingly little result. 

It is frustrating to see this resistance continue to perpetuate from 
Garfield County to higher levels of the government. For example, 
citing Tipton’s concerns (which drew on Garfield County’s concerns), 
Senator Cory Gardner is now mounting resistance to the CORE Act 
in the Senate. 
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I believe the outpouring of community 
support, and especially its sincerity, 
is what distinguishes the Thompson 
Divide and earns it a place in 
federal legislation. Not only did 
residents take every opportunity to 
provide comments, attend community 
meetings, speak to their local 
government face-to-face, and write 
letters of support; they did so with a 
unique non-partisan sincerity that is 
difficult to ignore. 

Supporting the protection of the 
Divide didn’t mean you were 
against oil and gas development in 
other areas where the impacts to the 
community and the local environment 
were less demonstrable. Nor did it 
mean you were an “environmentalist.” 
Supporting the Divide meant you 
cared deeply about the land, the 
wildlife, and the well-being of a healthy ecosystem, and that even 
development of essential mineral resources had to be sensitive to 
local and environmental needs. As one rancher famously quipped 
in an interview, “I ain’t no granola-crunching hippy,” but he shared 
the community belief that the Thompson Divide was too special of 
a place to drill. 

While the Thompson Divide may not be home to one of our nations’ 
classic climbing areas, the protections afforded by the CORE Act 
preserve world class recreation all across Colorado. It preserves our 
climate by keeping carbon in the ground, safeguards public health 
and protects critical wildlife habitat by maintaining unfragmented 
forests. Land management challenges like that of the Thompson 
Divide are not unique, although the landscape is. Agency officials all 
over the country are making decisions about the future of our public 
lands and the energy development that occurs on them. Without the 
continued support of citizens like you, and the leadership of elected 
officials who share our concern for these places, they won’t receive 
the protections they rightfully deserve. There’s no time to be a silent 
bystander, we need to use our voice, go vote and spark the change 
we want to see.

a Thompson Divide 
Coalition members 
speak with a Forest 
Service representative 
to encourage the 
preservation of 
the Divide. Land of 
the Ute peoples.
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Maine
Healthy environments, healthy economies

Seth Campbell

’m a seventh generation Maine’r and I’ve worked here in 
labor, trade, non-profit, industry, and state government 

roles.  Now I teach and conduct research for the state. Like many in 
Maine, my family partially lives off the land, filling our refrigerator 
with local wild game, fruit, and vegetables. My close ties to Maine 
gives me great respect for its hardy and ingenious folks who work 
and play outdoors. New England mountains are small, but like the 
densely forested terrain, coastal seas, and weather, are unforgiving. 
Outdoor activities in New England abound, but parts of it, like the 
summit of Baxter or its offshore waters, can rival some of the most 
extreme conditions in the world. This environment makes folks from 
Maine physically and mentally tough.

Mainer’s have one other thing in common which crosses political, 
socio-economic, career, and outdoor boundaries. Whether we 

a [Opposite] Ty 
Marshall climbs Head 
Arete (5.10+), Great 
Head, Acadia National 
Park, ME. Land of the 
Abenaki, Penobscot, 
and Wabenaki 
Confederacy. AAC 
member Andrew Burr



56

pursue climbing, skiing, hunting, fishing, or snowmobiling; or whether 
we work in the farming, fishing, lumber, or tourism industry, Maine 
depends on a healthy environment. My career studying glaciers and 
climate has led me on dozens of expeditions around the globe to 
places like Antarctica, Alaska, and Greenland. I’ve witnessed first 
hand climate change impacts on Earth’s glaciers, oceans, ecosystems, 
and society. I’ve also learned that there are many connections 
between Maine and the far off places I study. For example, ocean 
circulation from the Arctic and tropics are both linked to coastal 
Maine waters warming faster than anywhere else on Earth. This 
could have catastrophic effects on our fishing and lobster industry. 
Human-generated atmospheric warming is also driving more intense 
storms, thermal expansion of ocean water, and glacier ice loss across 
the planet. These variables drive sea level rise, increased coastal 
flooding, and erosion, and can lead to significant economic damage 
of Maine coastal communities.  

Human-induced atmospheric warming will also alter the outdoor 
activities we pursue. At current greenhouse gas emission rates, we 
expect future temperatures in Maine to be on par with New Jersey or 
Massachusetts by 2100 , less snow and more rain. The Maine winter 
tourism industry knows this risk all too well. If the world continues its 
status quo in greenhouse gas emissions, and we do not help lead 
the world out of its current failing strategy or make alternative plans 
for the future of Maine, our economy, environment, and way of life, 
could be a story of catastrophic loss.  

On a positive note, today, roughly three 
quarters of Maine’s electrical power 
comes from renewable energy including 
hydropower, biomass, solar, and wind. 
However, current policies and the 
privatization of our power grid has been at 
some expense to Mainers. Political decisions 
over past decades have taken Maine 
resources out of our own hands when the 

state could have one of the lowest energy costs in the country due 
to our easy access to renewable energy sources. Unfortunately, 
there are few existing renewable energy incentives in Maine. 
Likewise, our power distribution is currently owned by foreign entities. 
Private ownership of our energy grid does not bode well for our 
state because their goals are likely to maximize profit with the least 
investment possible.  In contrast, public ownership and engagement 
by communities across Maine would ensure improvements to our 

I AM LEGITIMATELY SCARED 

FOR THE FUTURE OF MAINE, ITS 

ENVIRONMENT, ECONOMY, 

AND THE LIVELIHOOD OF OUR 

COMMUNITIES.
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energy grid, protection of the land and 
water surrounding the grid, and further 
transition to 100% renewable energy.  
Whether our energy grid is publicly or 
privately owned, we must hold ourselves 
or private owners accountable for 
improving the grid and protecting our 
environment surrounding it. 

Every time I return home from a research 
expedition, I enjoy Maine lobster, corn, 
and blueberries as comfort food. I visit 
my backyard woods and our crown 
jewel parks, Acadia and Baxter. I 
reconnect with friends and family and 
am reminded of the way life should be. 
However, we are in a state of urgency. 
I am legitimately scared for the future 
of Maine, its environment, economy, 
and the livelihood of our communities. 
The reality is that we can improve 
Maine’s economy and environment, 
simultaneously, if we work together. To avoid catastrophe, we must 
recognize that every decision has environmental and economic 
benefits and drawbacks which must be considered. We also must 
pursue science-based solutions and improve science educational 
initiatives which help protect our environment now and into the 
future. Maine needs to continue fostering international leadership 
in developing environmental solutions and we need to share our 
message and environmental technologies across the planet. Lastly, 
every community member must educate themselves on environmental 
issues affecting our state and take an active science-educated role in 
pursuing aggressive environmental goals. We can’t afford to follow 
other states or countries in implementing environmentally sound 
strategies because our way of life depends on it.

a Teancum Bryant 
& Ty Marshall run the 
Knife Edge Trail, Mount 
Katahdin, Baxter State 
Park, ME. Land of the 
Abenaki, Penobscot, 
and Wabenaki 
Confederacy. AAC 
member Andrew Burr
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