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Presentation Notes
Recapture Canyon is a remote canyon in southeastern Utah that has become a symbol of the conflict between the federal government, environmental groups, and local residents. The canyon was the home of Ancestral Pueblo farmers about 800 years ago, and their cliff dwellings, artifacts, and graves are located along the canyon walls and in the canyon floor. American settlers moved into the area in the late 1800s following trails that passed though the canyon. In more recent years, ranchers have used the canyon to raise cattle and miners have accessed their claims using primitive roads that run through it. Historically, residents of nearby Blanding and others have used the canyon for recreation, riding all-terrain vehicles (ATVs), hunting, and other activities. 
Recapture Canyon is located on federally owned land and is under the jurisdiction of the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). One of the main concerns in managing this land has been the protection of the ancient cliff dwellings, rock art, and artifacts found there. 
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In 2005, ATV riders were reported to have damaged some sites. In 2007, the BLM closed the 12-mile road through the canyon to vehicular traffic. Many local residents were given the impression that the closure would be temporary, while studies were conducted on the preservation of the artifacts, after which travel along some of the trails would resume. After years of closure, they were frustrated that “outsiders” had unduly influenced the BLM’s decision, and that the closures might permanently end travel along the trails built by their ancestors over a hundred years earlier.
Those who wanted to protect the canyon’s resources and artifacts were equally frustrated by the abuse of the canyon by those who used it for recreation. They celebrated the closure of the canyon, claiming that new illegal trails had been made, some of which damaged fragile archeological sites. They were pleased that original closures, thought by some to be temporary, continued for over a decade with no indication that they would ever open again. 
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On May 10, 2014, about 200 demonstrators showed up with their ATVs, American flags, weapons, cameras, and families to protest the BLM’s closure of Recapture Canyon. Locals were joined by members of the Bundy family, a group on the forefront of confrontations between the federal government and ranchers, having recently had a showdown over rangeland in Nevada. After a pre-ride rally, led by county commissioner, Phil Lyman, the demonstrators loaded onto their ATVs and rode into the canyon. Officials from the BLM and environmental groups observed and photographed the trail-ride, documenting the individuals who participated. 
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In December, 2015, Phil Lyman, still county commissioner of San Juan County, and protest promoter, Monte Wells, were convicted of trespassing and sentenced to 10-day and 5-day jail terms, respectively. They were ordered to pay $96,000 in restitution for the damage caused by the protest they had organized. They were placed on three years of probation, with the charge to promote respect for the law. On November 6, 2018, Phil Lyman, was elected to the Utah House of Representatives by the voters of San Juan County. He ran unopposed. 
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In April 2017, the BLM and the Secretary of Interior, Ryan Zinke, announced that they would reopen 7 miles of the Recapture Canyon trail. The trail through the bottom of the canyon would remain closed, though the trail along the rim of the canyon would be open to vehicular travel. The issue continues to be divisive, as environmental groups lament the recent reopening of rimside trails and as ATV enthusiasts and county officials seek greater control of the trail through the canyon floor.




Should the organizers of the Recapture Canyon 
demonstration have been prosecuted?





Source: Photograph of demonstrators, led by Ryan Bundy, included in a newspaper article about 
the prosecution of protesters during the May 10, 2014 protest in Recapture Canyon, published in 
the Salt Lake Tribune, October 7, 2014, by Brian Maffly. Found at 
http://archive.sltrib.com/article.php?id=58403975&itype=cmsid

http://archive.sltrib.com/article.php?id=58403975&itype=cmsid


The Salt Lake Tribune is a daily newspaper published in the 
city of Salt Lake City, Utah, with the largest weekday circulation 
but second-largest Sunday circulation, behind the Deseret 
News. The Tribune, often referred to as just "the Trib," is 
owned by Paul Huntsman and printed through a joint 
operating agreement with the Deseret News through the 
Newspaper Agency Corporation. On April 20, 2016, Huntsman 
Family Investments, a private equity firm headed by Paul 
Huntsman, announced that they would be buying the Tribune. 
The newspaper's motto, at the top of its masthead, is "Utah's 
Independent Voice Since 1871." 



The demonstrators appear to be in a closed 
area.
Total disregard for law (no helmets on children)

They are exercising their rights (flag)
The road appears fairly established



• Video of Protest

https://vimeo.com/95073641


Source: Photograph posted on the website of the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance, 
a group dedicated to preserving wilderness, showing demonstrators during the 
Recapture Canyon protest in October 2014. Found at https:/// /suwa.org/county-
commissioner-defies-blm-thumbs-nose-native-american-heritage

https://suwa.org/county-commissioner-defies-blm-thumbs-nose-native-american-heritage/
https://www.utahpoliticohub.com/san-juan-countys-40-year-recapture-canyon-right-of-way/
https://suwa.org/county-commissioner-defies-blm-thumbs-nose-native-american-heritage/




As I returned home to Blanding, Utah for my father’s funeral, I passed over 
the Recapture Dam and looked to the south. Almost 30 years ago, my 
father and I spent a few summers moving cattle up and down that 
canyon. While you would occasionally see a piece of Anasazi pottery, that 
was always a sideshow. We needed the canyon to graze our cattle as we 
moved them to the summer pasture on the Blue Mountain. I wonder if in 
today’s environment, we would be accused of breaking the law.

Source: Comment made by Don Guymon, chairman of Grassroots Utah, 
who grew up in San Juan County, posted August 3, 2015, on the politically 
conservative website, Utah Politico Hub, in response to the photograph 
included as Document 3 in this text set. Found at 
https://www.utahpoliticohub.com/author/don-guymon/

https://www.utahpoliticohub.com/author/don-guymon/


Source: Part of a radio program called KSL In-Depth, broadcast by KSL radio from 
Salt Lake City, Utah, recorded April 10, 2017. Voices include Dave Cawley and Jeff 
Caplan. Found at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G6coDoWgOVo

• KSL Radio Story

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G6coDoWgOVo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G6coDoWgOVo


• PBS News on Recapture Canyon

https://www.pbs.org/video/utah-archaeological-site-becomes-protest-site-1418338695/


The demonstrators appear to be in a closed 
area.
Total disregard for law (no helmets on children)

They are exercising their rights (flag)
The road appears fairly established



3. Classroom Consensus Document



Identify the Issue

• What is the nature of the problem?
• What are different perspectives about 

the solutions that should be considered?
• What are some of the limitations and 

strengths of each perspective?
• What are some of the areas of sharpest 

conflict?
• What are outside issues that influence 

the problem and solutions?



Write a statement of personal beliefs about 
the issue…
• What is the most pressing concerns regarding

• Recapture canyon
• Federal v. local control of land

• What are three policies you would strongly support 
regarding ATV travel and the protection of artifacts in 
Recapture Canyon?



Group Statement about the Issue

• What are three policies you would strongly support regarding ATV 
travel and the protection of artifacts in Recapture Canyon?

• With a partner identify 2 policies you could support 
regarding ATV travel and the protection of artifacts in 
Recapture Canyon?

• In teams of 4 refine your 2 policies



Class Statement about the Issue

• In teams of 4 refine your 2 policies

• As a class create a policy we could all support 
regarding ATV travel and the protection of artifacts in 
Recapture Canyon?
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