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STEENS MOUNTAIN MANAGEMENT PLA N GOES TO COURT 
CONSERVATION GROUP FILES LAWSUIT AGAINST  BLM  

 
Bend, Ore.  The Oregon Natural Desert Association (ONDA) filed a lawsuit last week against the 
U.S. Bureau of Land Management (BLM) alleging the agencyÕs new management plan for public 
lands on Steens Mountain fails to comply with federal law. The lawsuit focuses on the agencyÕs 
alleged failure to properly consider wilderness values, including wilderness inventory information 
provided by ONDA during the planning process. 

 
The Steens was the center of attention in 2000 when President Clinton contemplated making it a 
new national monument. In response, OregonÕs Congressional delegation crafted and passed the 
Steens Mountain Protection and Cooperative Management Act of 2000, legislation affording similar 
protection to a monument. 

 
The purpose of the Act is to conserve and protect the Òlong-term ecological integrity of Steens 
Mountain for future and present generations.Ó The Act established the first Òcow-freeÓ wilderness in 
the West, designated several Wild and Scenic Rivers, consolidated public and private lands and 
directed the BLM to complete a management plan. 
 
Federal laws governing the planning process for the 1.6 million acres of public land around Steens 
Mountain require the agency to inventory and consider a wide array of resource values on the public 
landsÑ including wilderness. ONDAÕs core issue alleges that the BLM failed to fully consider a 
detailed wilderness inventory report submitted by ONDA during the planning process.  

 
ÒONDA volunteers spent thousands of hours in the field updating BLMÕs outdated wilderness 
inventory on the Steens, and we want BLM to take a harder look at this new information,Ó said 
Marlett. ÒWhat most people donÕt appreciate is that most of the wildlands on and surrounding 
Steens have yet to be formally designated by Congress...the Steens Act was simply Act One.Ó 

As part of BLMÕs planning process, ONDA conducted an inventory of wilderness values on the 
public lands within the Steens area according to BLMÕs protocol, and submitted its final inventory 
report and recommendations to the BLM. 

 
In total, ONDA recommended 24 new wilderness study areas, or WSAs, covering more than 
540,000 acres. Each of the proposed WSAs possess wilderness characteristics as defined by the 
Wilderness Act, meaning they are un-roaded, primarily affected by the forces of nature, and provide 
outstanding opportunities for solitude and primitive recreation. ONDAÕs contention in the lawsuit is 
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that the BLMÕs wilderness inventory is dated, and that ONDAÕs inventory provides new 
information the agency should have more thoroughly considered. 
 
In addition to the wilderness issue, the complaint alleges that the management plan failed to 
consider reasonable alternatives for lands allocated to, and levels of, livestock grazing. Similarly, 
the complaint alleges the plan did not assess the suitability of the land for continued livestock 
grazing. In fact, the plan allows grazing to occur on nearly the entire planning area outside the 
newly created cow-free wilderness.  

 
Federal law requires the BLM to consider all reasonable alternatives, and assess lands for the 
suitability of any land use authorized, like livestock grazing, to occur.  

 
ÒWe havenÕt lost hope, but we're not holding our breath," said Marlett. "Much of our collective 
failure to create positive working relationships on Steens stem from the inability of Congress to 
appropriate one dime of the $25 million authorized in the Steens Act for land acquisition. Until we 
get over that hump, BLM will manage gridlock instead of the land." 
 
Particularly aggravating is that the Steens Act required BLM to complete a comprehensive 
transportation plan to manage roads and trails throughout the area. Five years later and past 
deadline, the BLM has yet to complete this critical component of the plan. 

  
ÒSteens is a fragile landscape. BLM simply canÕt punt on critical issues like where to allow off-road 
vehicles just because itÕs a politically tough decision,Ó said Marlett. 

 
To the dismay of the conservation community, the BLM, under pressure from the Harney County 
Court, dropped a key provision from its draft plan allowing for the voluntary retirement of grazing 
permits. 

ÒCongress canÕt legislate cooperation, it has to come from a common vision for the land,Ó said 
Marlett. ÒScuttling the ability to retire grazing permits nixed a great idea where ranchers and 
conservationists could have worked together to remove livestock grazing from sensitive lands.Ó 
 
The Steens and surrounding lands includes a diverse landscape of expansive sagebrush, broad alkali 
flats, and the centrally defining landscape feature of Steens Mountain. The Steens is a 60-mile long, 
10,000-foot high fault-block mountain, rising on its east face more than a mile above the expansive 
Alvord Desert. The area provides diverse habitat to hundreds of wildlife species, including redband 
trout, pronghorn, sage grouse, pygmy rabbit, California bighorn sheep, Columbia spotted frogs, and 
over a hundred species of migratory birds.  
 
The complaint asks the federal district court to order the BLM to revise its plan to address ONDAÕs 
issues, most importantly its new wilderness inventory. 

 
 ÒBLMÕs new plan manages Steens looking through the rearview mirror,Ó said Marlett. ÒBLM can 
do better because the Steens deserves it.Ó 
 

-30- 


