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project, including the “Moab Transit Hub” with its bicycle underpass that allows bikers 
to cross the river road without having to worry about vehicular traffic and a renovated 
“Lions park” will cost $9 million. According to the Moab Sun News, “To create the tran-
sit hub 50,000 cubic yards of rock will be removed from the hillside south of SR 128. 
There will be 43 parking spaces for people to park their car and get on their bike. There 
will be a 200-foot loading and unloading area for shuttle vehicles and tour operators. 
There will be restrooms. And, maybe most importantly, there will be a 60-foot-long 
pedestrian and bike underpass to provide safe passage under State Route 128 from the 
transit hub to the Lions Park Trail Hub.”

Kim Schappert, of Moab Trails Alliance and the driving force behind the project 
said in 2010, “It’s all going to be a showpiece.”  Whether a “showpiece” is what most 
Moabites wanted for the river road is unclear.

tionist and writer, Wendell Berry, who wrote:

“...this is what is wrong with the conservation movement. It has a clear conscience....
To the conservation movement, it is only production that causes environmental deg-
radation; the consumption that supports the production is rarely acknowledged to be 
at fault. The ideal of the run-of-the-mill conservationist is to impose restraints upon 
production without limiting consumption or burdening the consciences of consumers.”

I’ve never seen so many well-intentioned environmentalists run so rapidly or fall so 
silent when Mr. Berry’s admonition is recited.  A community whose economy and exis-
tence, by definition, demands the massive consumption of energy just to get the tourists 
to Moab, needs to at least understand how complicated and layered this issue is.

Let’s follow some non-motorized recreationists as they make their way to Moab and 
the new Hub/Bikeway. They board a flight in London or New York or Los Angeles or 
Atlanta and they fly thousands of miles to Salt Lake City, or Denver, or Phoenix, or 
Las Vegas, where they rent a car or SUV and drive hundreds of miles to stay in one of 
Moab’s dozens of motels, so they can drive out to the Moab Transit Hub each day and 

But it doesn’t matter. Construction begins soon (if it hasn’t already) and besides, 
as one local environmentalist explained to me, “We have bigger issues here than bike 
paths...we have tar sands. nuke plants. These are the big battles.” 

And indeed, if there is any semblance of activism in Moab and southeast Utah these 
days,  it comes from a growing number of groups and organizations committed to stop 
unwanted energy extraction on public lands in the canyon country. In addition to  long 
established environmental organizations like SUWA and the Grand Canyon Trust, with 
their multi-million dollar budgets and array of lawyers, a more grassroots collection of 
start-ups are making themselves heard as well.  

“Peaceful Uprising,” “No Fracking in Moab,” “Before it starts—Keep tar sand and oil 
shale out of the USA,” CanyonCountry Rising Tide,” “Occupy Moab, “ ”Canyonlands Wa-
tershed Council,” Occupy Moab in Solidarity,” “Utah Tar Sands Resistance,” “No Nukes 
in Green River”....the opposition to the extractive industry in southeast Utah is formi-
dable. Some of the groups are volunteer organizations that have facebook pages and 
a lot of enthusiasm.  Others are attempting to become non-profit organizations, with 
paid staffs and budgets. In most cases they find an “umbrella non-profit” from which to 
establish their 501 C(3) credentials.

The threat to southeast Utah from energy development is real. A proposed nuclear 
power plant at Green River refuses to go away, a proposed tar sand test site north of 
the Book Cliffs moves closer to fruition, and a recent announcement by the BLM that it 
plans to lease large tracts of public land south of Moab for oil and gas development that 
could include fracking have all made headlines in the last six months. On the ground 
protests and a fervent facebook activism keeps opponents of energy development a force 
to be reckoned with. 

Yet these same passionate activists fall silent when the issue of consumption and its 
role as the driving force behind energy production is raised. It was my favorite conserva-

ride their bicycles for ten or twenty miles. 
The energy to build the plane, fuel the plane, build the rental car, fuel the rental car, 

build the motel, power and heat/cool the motel, build the bike and fabricate the plastic 
parts contained in ALL of these conveyances and structures comes from companies ex-
tracting oil from the ground, by whatever means necessary to produce petroleum-based 
products and make a profit. Why are oil companies fracking every remotely conceivable 
source of oil and gas? It’s called supply and demand. 

I don’t need to be convinced that fracking is bad. It can be a disaster. Where I’m living 
these days, farmers compete with the oil companies for water, which both industries 
need to successfully operate. It’s easy to guess which of them is better suited to pay a 
higher price. My point is that Moab has pursued a tourist/amenities economy that has 
been supported and embraced by the mainstream environmental community for 20 
years. The most powerful “green’ organization for wilderness these days is the outdoor 
recreation industry and Utah enviros have gone along.

When Moab supports and promotes the construction of a $9 million “Moab Tourist 
Hub” and a mile-long “elevated bikeway,” and not a single environmental group—not 
SUWA, not the Grand Canyon Trust, not Living Rivers–offers ANY opposition, it speaks 
volumes about the total disconnect between “production” and “consumption.” Tour-
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ism and Elevated Bikeways and Transit Hubs are not forms of clean, non-motorized 
recreation. These kinds of tourist amenities and energy extraction are inextricably 
linked. One leads to the other. Yet environmentalists refuse to consider the unholy bond 
between them.

Consider this report from the United Nations on the impact of tourism on climate 
change. “In 2005,” the report states, “ tourism’s contribution to global warming was 
estimated to contribute between 5% and 14% to the overall warming caused by human 
emissions of greenhouse.” 

More specifically, the report noted,  “By 2035, tourism’s contribution to climate 
change may have grown considerably. A recent scenario...considers different emission 
pathways, including a ‘business as usual’ projection based on anticipated growth rates 
in tourist arrivals, as well as distances travelled by various means of transport. These 
projections indicate that in terms of the number of trips made, global tourism will grow 
by 179%, while guest nights will grow by 156%. Passenger kilometres travelled will rise 
by 222%, while CO2 emissions will increase at somewhat lower levels (152%) due to 
efficiency improvements. The share of aviation-related emissions will grow from 40% in 
2005 to 52% by 2035...The development of emissions from tourism and their contribu-
tion to global warming is thus in stark contrast to the international community’s climate 
change mitigation goals for the coming decades.”

In the future, climate change can be addressed in part by pursuing alternative clean 
energy options. But what we REALLY need is a global re-evaluation of Growth and the 
insane pursuit of material wealth and the empty gratification it offers us. Or as  author 
Paul Kingsworth calls it, “a civilization......brought down by a rapidly changing climate, a 
cancerous economic system and the ingoing mass destruction of the non-human world.”  

If we are sincere about reducing carbon emissions and want to stop the onslaught of 
energy production now moving forward on an unprecedented scale, we have to acknowl-
edge these hard truths. This is a cultural issue as much as it is an economic or environ-
mental one. The planet cannot survive this Culture of Consumption. Yet in Moab, where 
in 2012,  the encouragement and promotion of  unlimited consumption is now pre-
sumed to be the town’s only way of surviving,  hard truths are getting harder to come by. 

* EDITOR’S NOTE: During the spirited ‘conversation’ that followed, I asked  Mr. 
Baird whether his comments were on the record. He replied, “Yes. In context.” Thus I 
included the complete  paragraph.  Now, Mr. Baird has demanded that I reprint the 
entire 6000+ word facebook message thread, “word-for-word.”  While I am not im-
pressed enough with my own rhetoric to think that our lengthy argument was worthy 
of being printed in full, Councilman Baird does.  Therefore, anyone wishing to read the 
entire  transcript can contact The Zephyr...JS
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