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 SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

LEGISLATIVE COMMITTEE ON PUBLIC LANDS’ WILDERNESS AND 
WILDERNESS STUDY AREAS SUBCOMMITTEE 

 
Senate Concurrent Resolution No. 7 

(File No. 63, Statutes of Nevada 2003) 
 

This summary presents the recommendations approved by Nevada’s Legislative Committee on 
Public Lands’ Wilderness and Wilderness Study Areas Subcommittee at its final meeting 
on June 11, 2004. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LEGISLATION 
 
Please note:  The bill draft request (BDR) referenced in this document will be available during 
the 2005 Legislative Session. 
 
The Subcommittee recommends that the 73rd Session of the Nevada Legislature adopt the 
following resolution: 
 
1. Urging Congress to: 
 

a. Encourage the Nevada Congressional Delegation to work with all interested 
Nevadans and in particular, Native Americans, land managers, affected 
stakeholders, local governments, special interest organizations, and the larger 
American public to work collaboratively together in a spirit of cooperation and 
mutual respect in pursuit of wilderness area designation for Nevada’s public 
lands. 

 
b. Continue the policy of releasing federal lands for conversion to state or private 

lands as wilderness areas are designated or released to general use, in 
accordance with stakeholder agreements. 

 
c. Carefully consider the requirements of existing and future military operations on 

wilderness land and in the airspace over wilderness land and make appropriate 
provisions therefore. 

 
d. Support adoption of a schedule for timely consideration of a plan to release 

lands not designated as wilderness areas.   
 
(BDR R-432) 

v



 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR COMMITTEE ACTION 
 

Additionally, the Subcommittee voted to: 
 
Include a statement in the Subcommittee report urging all interested stakeholders to work 
cooperatively together on a county or regional basis to develop their own recommendations to 
the Congressional Delegation and additionally urge stakeholders to complete the process as 
soon as reasonably possible. 
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REPORT TO THE 73RD SESSION OF THE NEVADA LEGISLATURE BY NEVADA’S 
LEGISLATIVE COMMITTEE ON PUBLIC LANDS’ WILDERNESS AND 
WILDERNESS STUDY AREAS SUBCOMMITTEE 

 
 

I.  INTRODUCTION 
 

The Legislative Committee on Public Lands’ Wilderness and Wilderness Study Areas 
Subcommittee is the result of Senate Concurrent Resolution No. 7 introduced in the 
72nd Session of the Nevada Legislature.  A copy of S.C.R. 7 is included in Appendix A.   
 
A. SUBCOMMITTEE MEMBERS AND STAFF 
 
The Legislative Commission appointed the following legislators to serve on the Subcommittee: 
 

Senator Dean A. Rhoads, Chairman 
Assemblyman Jerry D. Claborn, Vice Chairman 
Senator Bob Coffin 
Senator Mike McGinness  
Assemblyman Pete Goicoechea 
Assemblywoman Peggy Pierce 

 
The following Legislative Counsel Bureau (LCB) staff members provided support for 
the Subcommittee: 
 

Scott Young, Principal Research Analyst, Research Division 
R. René Yeckley, Principal Deputy Legislative Counsel, Legal Division 
Gayle Nadeau, Senior Research Secretary, Research Division 

 
B. HEARINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The Subcommittee held five meetings during the course of the study.  Meetings were held in 
Winnemucca, Caliente, Ely, Reno, and Carson City.  Extensive testimony regarding the 
impact of wilderness designations and wilderness study areas (WSAs) was provided by state 
and federal agency representatives, local government officials, environmentalists, ranchers, 
miners, Native Americans, and the general public regarding the impact of wilderness 
designations and WSAs.   
 
At its final meeting, the Subcommittee adopted recommendations for consideration by the 
Legislative Committee on Public Lands.  The recommendations cover a variety of issues and 
are summarized in the “Summary of Recommendations” section of this bulletin, beginning on 
page v. 
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This bulletin: (1) provides an account of the Subcommittee’s activities during the 
2003-2004 Legislative Interim; (2) provides background information on the development of 
wilderness areas and WSAs in Nevada; and (3) summarizes the major issues considered and 
acted upon by the Subcommittee.   
 
A large volume of data was collected during the course of the study and much of it is included 
in exhibits that became part of the Subcommittee minutes.  All supporting documents and 
minutes of meetings are on file with the Research Library of the LCB (775/684-6827).  
Additionally, minutes are available online at: 
 
http://www.leg.state.nv.us/72nd/Interim/StatCom/Wilderness/. 
 
 

II.  GENERAL BACKGROUND ON WILDERNESS ISSUES 
 

A. THE WILDERNESS ACT OF 1964
 
The first people in America perhaps viewed the land as a vast wilderness with isolated outposts 
of humanity.  In time, other groups came and the country’s growing population fanned out 
across the continent, altering the natural landscape more and more, spreading the hallmarks of 
civilization far beyond the humbler precincts of the original waves of people.  Gradually, the 
remaining wilderness areas began to appear more like the isolated outposts.  As people began 
to appreciate the beauty and value of what was being lost, a feeling arose that some portions of 
this natural heritage should be preserved for future generations.  These sentiments found 
expression in the federal Wilderness Act of 1964 (herein referred to as “the Act”). 
 
The Act established the National Wilderness Preservation System.  This system now consists 
of more than 104 million acres of federal public land designated by Congress as 
wilderness areas, National Parks, National Forests, National Wildlife Refuges, and 
Western Heritage Lands.  Some of these areas are under the jurisdiction of the Forest Service, 
United States Department of Agriculture; others are managed by the National Park Service and 
some by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), U.S. Department of the Interior. 
 
In accordance with the Act, Congress has designated numerous areas in the State of Nevada as 
wilderness areas, including the Alta Toquima Wilderness Area, Arc Dome Wilderness Area, 
Currant Mountain Wilderness Area, East Humboldt Wilderness Area, Grant Range Wilderness 
Area, Jarbidge Wilderness Area, Mt. Charleston Wilderness Area, Mt. Moriah Wilderness 
Area, Mt. Rose Wilderness Area, Quinn Canyon Wilderness Area, Ruby Mountains 
Wilderness Area, and Table Mountain Wilderness Area. 
 
Under the Act, wilderness is defined as “. . . an area of undeveloped federal land retaining its 
primeval character and influence . . . which generally appears to have been affected primarily 
by the forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work substantially unnoticeable. . . .”  
wilderness areas must also have “. . . outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and 
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unconfined type of recreation,” contain at least 5,000 acres, and “may also contain ecological, 
geological or other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or historical value 
[Section 2(c)].”  
  
If an area of federal public land is designated as a wilderness area, it must be managed in a 
manner that preserves the wilderness character of the area and ensures the area remains 
unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as a wilderness area.  In conjunction with the 
provisions of the Act, the Secretary of the Interior may identify certain portions of 
federal public lands as WSAs to determine the suitability of those areas for designation by 
Congress as wilderness areas.  Until a WSA is designated by Congress as a wilderness area or 
released back to general use, the wilderness study area must be managed in a manner that does 
not impair its suitability for preservation as a wilderness area. 
 
B. BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT WILDERNESS SURVEYS
 
In 1977, at the direction of the Secretary of the Interior, the BLM conducted an initial 
inventory of 49 million acres of Nevada land for potential designation as WSAs.  By 1979, the 
BLM had reduced this inventory to 15 million acres.  In 1980, the BLM designated 110 WSAs 
in Nevada, covering 5.1 million acres.  Then, in 1991, the BLM completed its survey and 
recommended 1.9 million acres within 52 WSAs for designation as wilderness areas and the 
release of the remaining 3.2 million acres.  After the Black Rock Desert-High Rock Canyon 
Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area was created by Congress in 2000, the balance of 
Nevada lands remaining in WSAs dropped to just under 5 million acres.  
 
C. CLARK COUNTY CONSERVATION OF PUBLIC LAND AND NATURAL 

RESOURCES ACT OF 2002 
 
During 2001-2002, Congress considered two measures, both called the “Clark County 
Conservation of Public Land and Natural Resources Act of 2002.”  One bill, S.2612, was 
introduced by Nevada Senators Harry Reid (D) and John Ensign (R) on June 11, 2002.  
A similar measure, H.R. 5200, was introduced in the House of Representatives by 
U.S. Congressman Jim Gibbons.  Working closely together, the Nevada Delegation was able 
to secure passage of H.R. 5200.  The measure was signed into law by President George W. 
Bush on November 6, 2002, and is now Public Law 107-282. 
 
Under the law, 444,000 acres of federal land are granted wilderness status, including portions 
of the following areas:  (1) Mount Charleston, northwest of Las Vegas, Nevada; (2) North and 
South McCullough Mountains, south of Henderson, Nevada; (3) Muddy Mountains, northeast 
of Las Vegas; and (4) Arrow Canyon, east of the Desert National Wildlife Range.  
Additionally, the bill adds 26,433 acres to the Desert National Wildlife Refuge and creates the 
48,438-acre Sloan Canyon National Conservation Area near Henderson. 
 
The measure also releases 183,375 acres of BLM property throughout the county from 
WSA status and sets aside about 6,000 acres for a planned community north of Jean, Nevada, 
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near where Clark County plans to build a second airport.  Furthermore, the measure provides 
for corridors for power lines and a possible high-speed magnetic levitation rail in the area 
south of Las Vegas. Finally, the bill provides for a land swap near Red Rock National 
Conservation Area involving 1,071 acres that were added to Red Rock in exchange for 
transferring 998 acres of federal land to the Howard Hughes Corporation.  The legislation is 
viewed as a potential model for resolution of further WSA issues in Nevada. 
 
D. LINCOLN COUNTY CONSERVATION, RECREATION, AND DEVELOPMENT 

OF ACT OF 2004 
 
On June 16, 2004, just five days after the Subcommittee concluded its work, the 
Lincoln County Conservation, Recreation, and Development Act of 2004 (H.R. 4593; S. 2532) 
was introduced in both houses of Congress by the members of the  Nevada Congressional 
Delegation.  Among its principal provisions, the Act designates 769,611 acres as wilderness 
and releases 245,516 acres to general use.  Additionally, the measure authorizes the sale of up 
to 87,005 acres of federal land through an auction process with forty-five percent of the 
proceeds being retained by Lincoln County for economic development, parks, trails, and 
natural areas.  The bill also expands three state parks and establishes a 260-mile off-highway 
vehicle road trail.  
 
A summary of the measure prepared by Congressional staff is included in the report as 
Appendix B.  The bill itself is included in Appendix C.  A map prepared by the BLM 
reflecting the changes proposed by the Act is included in Appendix D.   
 
The measure was heard July 20, 2004, in the Subcommittee on National Parks, Recreation and 
Public Lands of the House Committee on Resources.  According to news accounts, a coalition 
of some forty-five conservation and ranching groups as well as individuals have expressed 
opposition to portions of the measure on various grounds.  A copy of a press release from 
several of these organizations outlining objections to some of the bill’s provisions and 
identifying specific points of concern is included as Appendix E. 
 
Despite objections to portions of the bill, the Nevada Congressional Delegation has expressed 
optimism that a proposal with broad support will ultimately be enacted. 
 
 

III. MAJOR ISSUES CONSIDERED DURING THE STUDY 
 
A. GENERAL APPROACH TO WILDERNESS ISSUES
 
Consideration of wilderness issues historically has been contentious and discussions polarized.  
Against that backdrop, it is not surprising that the process of designating suitable areas and 
release of remaining land has continued for a quarter of a century.  There are deep 
philosophical differences about what constitutes appropriate use of lands and what qualities 
really capture the essence of wilderness.  A number of witnesses who testified before the 
Subcommittee stressed the need for positive interaction among interest groups, 
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better understanding of what the Act actually says, and willingness to meet at the local level to 
identify areas of common concern.  The Clark County Conservation of Public Land and 
Natural Resources Act of 2002 was identified as an example of the type of constructive 
compromise that can be achieved when all stakeholders participate in crafting a resolution to 
outstanding issues and pursue a cooperative approach.  Additionally, the Subcommittee felt that 
given the length of time wilderness issues have been under consideration, some attempt should 
be made to bring remaining matters to resolution, particularly in respect to areas where there 
was no dispute as to their failure to qualify as wilderness.   
 
As a result of such testimony, the Subcommittee adopted the following recommendations:  
 

Encourage the Nevada Congressional Delegation to work with all interested Nevadans 
and in particular, Native Americans, land managers, affected stakeholders, 
local governments, special interest organizations, and the larger American public to 
work collaboratively together in a spirit of cooperation and mutual respect in pursuit 
of wilderness area designation for Nevada’s public lands. 
 
Support adoption of a schedule for timely consideration of a plan to release lands not 
designated as wilderness areas.   
 

B. LOCAL INPUT 
 
An important aspect of positive interaction among interested parties is recognition of impacts 
on local citizens and solicitation of input from those most directly affected by the decision 
making process.  In this regard, the Subcommittee adopted the following recommendation: 
 

Include a statement in the Subcommittee report urging all interested stakeholders to 
work cooperatively together on a county or regional basis to develop their own 
recommendations to the Congressional Delegation and additionally urge stakeholders 
to complete the process as soon as reasonably possible. 

 
C. RELEASE OF FEDERAL LANDS FOR SALE  
 
Another area of concern to many people is the release of federal land for state and private use.  
The majority of land in Nevada is owned by the Federal Government.  In some counties such 
as Lincoln, so much land is under federal control it is difficult to generate sufficient tax base to 
fund local government functions. The Clark County Conservation of Public Land and 
Natural Resources Act of 2002 established a procedure for releasing some federal land for 
state and private use. Responding to this need, the Subcommittee adopted the 
following recommendation: 

 
Continue the policy of releasing federal lands for conversion to state or private lands 
as wilderness areas are designated or released to general use, in accordance with 
stakeholder agreements. 
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D. MILITARY ACTIVITIES IN WILDERNESS AREAS 
 
Testimony by representatives of the Armed Services indicated the importance of wilderness 
areas to certain training and operational functions of the military.  A map prepared by the 
military reflecting the geographical extent of its operations in Nevada is included in 
Appendix F.  Recent wilderness legislation has specifically recognized the military’s need for 
access to wilderness areas.  In connection with this testimony and cognizant of the additional 
and unique demands placed on the nation’s fighting forces by international developments in 
recent years, the Subcommittee adopted the following recommendation: 
 

Carefully consider the requirements of existing and future military operations on 
wilderness land and in the airspace over wilderness land and make appropriate 
provisions therefore. 

 
 

IV.  SUMMARY OF ACTIVITIES 
 
A. MEETINGS 
 
The Legislative Committee on Public Lands’ Wilderness and Wilderness Study Areas 
Subcommittee met five times throughout Nevada.  The Subcommittee met in populous areas of 
Nevada, and also held meetings in areas of the state where WSA issues are in the forefront.  
The meetings in rural Nevada counties include a scheduled time for local government officials 
to present their concerns and report happenings pertaining to WSAs within their counties.   
 
Following are summaries of the Subcommittee’s deliberations and activities at each of 
the meetings. 
 
1. Winnemucca Meeting (December 18, 2003) 
 
The Subcommittee’s first meeting was held in Winnemucca.  A brief side presentation of 
WSAs in the Winnemucca area was presented by representatives of Friends of Nevada 
Wilderness.  Staff from the BLM explained the process that led to the designation of WSAs 
and how they are managed.  There was a short period of public testimony. 
 
2. Caliente Meeting (January 23, 2004) 
 
The Subcommittee’s second meeting was held at the Caliente Youth Center.  Following 
opening remarks and introductions by the Chairman, the Subcommittee viewed a slide 
presentation from Brian Beffort of the Friends of Nevada Wilderness.  The Subcommittee then 
heard from Tommy Rowe and Rhonda Hornbeck, Lincoln County Commissioners, regarding 
their efforts in crafting federal legislation for WSAs in Lincoln County.  Meg Jensen, 
Deputy State Director for Natural Resources, Lands and Planning, Bureau of Land 
Management, then provided an update on the implementation of the Clark County 
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Conservation of Public Lands and Natural Resources Act of 2002.  The meeting concluded 
with commentary from Jonathan Brown, Director of Environmental and Regulatory Affairs, 
Nevada Mining Association, regarding the Association’s recommendations concerning WSAs 
in Lincoln County.   
 
Several audience members provided testimony during the public comment period.   
 
3. Ely Meeting (February 6, 2004)  
 
The Subcommittee’s third meeting was held in Ely.  Brian Beffort, Nevada Representative, 
Friends of Nevada Wilderness, gave a slide presentation on WSAs located within 
White Pine County, Nevada.  Senator McGinness requested that Mr. Beffort report back to the 
Subcommittee regarding the number and recent increase or decrease of the goshawk and desert 
big horn sheep populations.  Senator McGinness would like to know the status of any state or 
federal protections for the two animals.   
 
White Pine County Commissioner Paul Johnson gave a progress report on efforts to craft a 
congressional wilderness bill for WSAs within the county.  Jonathan Brown, Nevada Mining 
Association provided a brief overview of his organizations recommendations for WSAs.   
 
Public testimony was received from:  Pamela White, Les Thrasher, Roger Campbell, 
Liz Arnold, Ty Freeley, and Joanne Garrett. 
 
4. Reno Meeting (March  25, 2004) 
 
The Subcommittee’s fourth meeting was held in Reno.  The Subcommittee heard a presentation 
on the history of wilderness legislation and implementation in Nevada by a representative from 
U.S. Senator John Ensign’s office.  Presentations were also made by representatives of 
Native American interests, the Nevada Cattlemen’s Association, and wilderness advocates.  
Additionally, a number of people spoke during the public comment segment of the meeting. 
 
5. Carson City Meeting/Work Session (June 11, 2004) 
 
The Subcommittee’s final meeting and work session was held in Carson City.  Following 
testimony regarding the military’s need for use of wilderness areas for certain operations, the 
Subcommittee received public comment and proceeded with its work session.  Please refer to 
the section titled “Summary of Recommendations,” beginning on page v of this bulletin for a 
review of actions taken by the Subcommittee. 
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V.  CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

The Wilderness and Wilderness Study Areas Subcommittee spent much of the interim gaining 
information about the process and guidelines for designating wilderness areas and insight into 
the many concerns surrounding the issue.  The Subcommittee recognized that reaching a 
recommendation for the disposition of WSAs in Nevada is not quickly or easily achieved.  
However, the forum provided by the Subcommittee allowed Nevada residents and government 
officials to express many diverse opinions regarding the topic.  The Subcommittee anticipates 
that the relationships forged during this study will continue and Nevadan’s will demonstrate 
their ability to continue to reach resolutions based upon participation and mutual respect for all 
parties involved. 
 
The members of the Subcommittee would like to take this opportunity to thank the elected 
officials, representatives from federal, state, and local government, Native Americans, 
private organizations, the U.S. Armed Forces, and all other individuals who participated in this 
study’s hearings.  The Subcommittee appreciates the important assistance provided by the 
many talented people who testified at its meetings and participated in field excursions.  
Finally, the Subcommittee encourages these parties to continue working together to address the 
remaining wilderness issues in the state. 
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Senate Concurrent Resolution No. 7–Committee on 
Natural Resources 

 
FILE NUMBER.......... 

 
SENATE CONCURRENT RESOLUTION—Directing the Legislative Committee on Public 

Lands to continue the study of wilderness areas and wilderness study areas in this state. 
 
 WHEREAS, The provisions of 16 U.S.C. §§ 1131 et seq., commonly referred to as the 
Wilderness Act, establish the National Wilderness Preservation System, which consists of 
areas of federal public land that are designated by Congress as wilderness areas; and 
 WHEREAS, Congress has designated approximately 2 million acres of certain federal 
public lands in Nevada as wilderness areas; and 
 WHEREAS, If an area of federal public land is designated as a wilderness area, it must be 
managed in a manner that preserves the wilderness character of the area and ensures that the 
area remains unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as a wilderness area; and 
 WHEREAS, A reasonable amount of wilderness area in this state provides for a diverse 
spectrum of recreational opportunities in Nevada, promotes tourism and provides a place for 
Nevadans to escape the pressures of urban growth; and 
 WHEREAS, In conjunction with the provisions of the Wilderness Act, the Bureau of Land 
Management of the Department of the Interior manages approximately 3.86 million acres of 
federal public lands in Nevada identified as wilderness study areas; and 
 WHEREAS, Until a wilderness study area is designated by Congress as a wilderness area 
or released, the wilderness study area must be managed in a manner that does not impair its 
suitability for preservation as a wilderness area; and 
 WHEREAS, Because approximately 2 million acres of federal public land in Nevada have 
been designated as wilderness areas and approximately 8.6 percent of the federal public land in 
Nevada that is managed by the Bureau of Land Management has been identified as wilderness 
study areas and because such designation or identification is believed to impose significant 
restrictions concerning the management and use of such land, including land used for mining, 
ranching and recreation, the Legislative Commission appointed a subcommittee in 2001 to 
conduct an interim study of wilderness areas and wilderness study areas in this state; and 
 WHEREAS, During the 2001-2002 legislative interim, the subcommittee met several times 
throughout this state and facilitated important and wide-ranging discussions among many 
agencies, organizations and persons with diverse interests, perspectives and expertise 
concerning wilderness areas and wilderness study areas; and 
 WHEREAS, Although the subcommittee obtained valuable information concerning the 
selection, management and use of wilderness areas and wilderness study areas in this state, and 
although Congress recently enacted the Clark County Conservation of Public Land and 
Natural Resources Act of 2002, Public Law 107-282 (2002), which released approximately 
224,000 acres in Clark County from its current status as a wilderness study area, additional 
study of these issues is still needed as a significant majority of the federal public land in 
Nevada that had been previously designated as a wilderness area or identified as a wilderness 
study area remains designated or identified as such; now, therefore, be it 
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 RESOLVED BY THE SENATE OF THE STATE OF NEVADA, THE ASSEMBLY 
CONCURRING, That the Legislative Committee on Public Lands is hereby directed to 
continue the study of wilderness areas and wilderness study areas in this state, and that the 
Legislative Commission is hereby directed to appoint two additional members of the 
Senate and two additional members of the Assembly who are representative of various 
geographical areas of this state to the Legislative Committee on Public Lands for the purposes 
of this study; and be it further 
 RESOLVED, That the study must include, without limitation: 
 1. An examination of the manner in which wilderness areas and wilderness study areas are 
selected, managed and used, and the laws, regulations and policies of the Federal Government 
relating to that selection, management and use; 
 2. Consideration of whether areas of this state are suitable for possible designation by 
Congress as wilderness areas; and 
 3. A review of any other issues or subjects concerning the establishment, management or 
use of a wilderness area or wilderness study area in this state, as deemed necessary by the 
subcommittee; and be it further 
 RESOLVED, That in conducting the study, the Legislative Committee on Public Lands 
shall seek input from various governmental agencies, organizations and persons concerning 
wilderness areas and wilderness study areas in this state; and be it further 
 RESOLVED, That any recommendations that result from the study relating to the manner 
in which Congress designates wilderness areas or identifies wilderness study areas must be 
submitted to each member of the Nevada Congressional Delegation; and be it further 
 RESOLVED, That the Legislative Committee on Public Lands shall submit a report of 
the results of the study and any recommendations for legislation to the 73rd Session of the 
Nevada Legislature. 
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Congressional Summary of Lincoln County Conservation, 
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Text of Lincoln County Conservation, Recreation, and Development Act of 2004 
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Land Status

Minor Roads

Major Roads

United States Forest Service

Fish and Wildlife Service

Department of Defense

Nevada State Parks

Nevada State Lands

Water

Private Land

BLM Managed Public Land
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APPENDIX E 
 

Nevada Wilderness Coalition Press Release, June 26, 2004 
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APPENDIX F 
 

Special Use Airspace and Military Lands with Designated Wilderness and 
Wilderness Study Areas Map 
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Source:  Navy Region Southwest, U.S. Navy
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APPENDIX G 
 

Suggested Legislation 
 

 
The following Bill Draft Requests will be available during the 2005 Legislative Session, 
or can be accessed after “Introduction” at the following Web site:  http://www.leg.state. 
nv.us/73rd/BDRList/page.cfm?showAll=1. 
 
 
BDR R-432 Urges Congress to take certain actions regarding the designation of 

wilderness areas and the release of public lands not designated as wilderness 
areas. 
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