
Little changes make a Big difference 

Introduction       

 Little Cottonwood Canyon located 20 miles outside of Salt Lake City, Utah has seen much 

change in its long geological history. From the early days of glaciated Bull Lake pre Lake Bonneville 

to the days of 125 passenger tramways, and high-speed ski lifts, Little Cottonwood has endured some 

trying times. Next time you are skiing Alta or Snowbird, try to envision that you are standing on top 

of a massive glacier over 2000 feet deep. Take that image, and its raw beauty then compare it to what 

you see today, a canyon that has been developed by multi-million dollar investments for the pure 

intent of making money off tourism. Stratigraphically speaking, Little Cottonwood has seen 

everything with the exception of a Volcano, and has the scars to prove it. With all the history in this 

small canyon why do we feel the need to keep developing in this fragile environment?  

Examples 

A normal powder day in Little Cottonwood consists of thousands of people idling in their 

cars waiting for the gate to open. Once the gate opens for those patient people everyone motor’s up to 

either Snowbird or Alta ski resorts hoping to score some fresh tracks. Unfortunately less than half of 

these vehicles are car-pooling. Tourists, and locals whether they like it or not are slowly contributing 

to Little Cottonwood’s demise. With the installation of the new chair lifts and resort amenities, people 

are drawn to these areas of recreation in ever increasing numbers. Yet most fail to realize that the 

beautiful ski area they have been enjoying all day has seen numerous construction projects and other 

countless alterations to the actual topography of the mountain. 

 Hidden Peak at the top of Snowbird is one major example. Hidden Peak’s original summit 

was at one time 11,024ft and now rests at a measly 10,990ft. When the resort planners wanted to 

install a tramway from the bottom to the top of the mountain they ran into a problem. The surface for 

the tramway’s top station had to have a flat area of 80 feet square. To alleviate this dilemma Bob 

Bonar owner and general manager of Snowbird decided it would be best to simply dynamite the 

summit to fit the specifications for the construction of his tram. Issues such as this have given birth to 

such groups as Save Our Canyons to help preserve and protect the Wasatch National Cache. 

Support 

Overuse and abuse of Little and Big Cottonwood canyon’s have public groups taking notice. 

Envision Utah has taken a stand to help the people of Salt Lake County voice their opinions on this 

and other local issues. The organization has conducted a yearlong study polling thousands of Salt 

Lake Residents to decide the future for Little Cottonwood Canyon and surrounding drainages of the 



Wasatch Front. The group is out to help the people of Salt Lake county and surrounding areas when 

it comes to development proposals and the overall quality of living. They stand by the smart growth 

urban design plan. Envision Utah understands that Utah is one of the fastest growing states in the 

country, and if our natural resources and parks are to remain pristine we need to keep a watchful eye 

on all development. 

Criticism 

 Save Our Canyons and Envision Utah also have some critics. Wendell Cox is an opponent 

of smart growth. Citing that smart growth includes the rationing of land, impact fees, and large lot 

zoning permits, all of which limit the expansion and land rights of the people. Cox claims that smart 

growth artificially increases housing costs and suppresses the local economic environment. Cox has 

been a transportation planner Los Angeles County as well as a consultant for many national and 

international planning committees. He currently holds the Vice President chair for CODATU an 

international organization dedicated to helping young urban areas develop public transportation. 

Acting as transportation planner for L.A. county legitimizes Cox’s voice in the matter. L.A. 

County being one of the nations top cities for vehicle related pollution Cox is a veteran in the 

industry. Cox contends that public transportation with the intent of reducing traffic congestion is 

pointless. With these viewpoints of added costs to the tax payer, higher housing prices, and zero 

impact on the current traffic issues why do we need to do anything about our current situation at all if 

we cannot truly make a dent? 

Defense 

Claims against smart growth are justifiable monetarily, but when we look at the big picture 

one can see that in the long term smart growth wins. Cox makes the claim that smart growth effects 

housing cost and the local economy. Smart growth is not here to save you money it is here to save the 

environment. A city that outgrows its boundaries, and becomes an urban sprawl also becomes a city 

disbanded. Small towns that remain tight knit maintain a sense of pride and have an ‘everyone knows 

each other’ feel. Cox contends that public transit with the intent to reduce congestion is a waste of 

money and I agree whole-heartedly. But in the case of Little and Big Cottonwood Canyons public 

transit is more than simply reducing congestion, it is also a crucial ingredient to reducing emissions 

and sustaining the local ecosystem. 

Many land zone actions pass unbeknownst through the Salt Lake City planning council. 

Hidden from the public and buried under a pile of other actions in the same document many 

developers would rather keep a low profile than raise curiosity to their actions. Examples such as the 

high density Tavaci development at the mouth of Big Cottonwood are prime examples of such 

occurrences. Developer Terry Diehl purchased and started developing the foothill just north of the Big 



Cottonwood park-n-ride in 2005 hoping to have the project well under way within 5 years. With the 

current economic climate Diehl was forced to slow his operation and along the way encountered a 

few setbacks. The City of Cottonwood Heights in which Tavaci falls into had several ordinances in 

place prohibiting buildings over 34 feet in height. Diehl had lobbied the Salt Lake City’s planning 

committee to re-zone this area and succeeded.  

 

Solutions 

 An area that sees as much traffic as Little and Big Cottonwood also see’s a tremendous 

amount of pollution. With over a million skier visits per year city officials needed to come up with an 

effective way of controlling the way we get to the ski resorts. Results from the Envision Utah initiated 

Wasatch Master Plan poll point toward more public transit. With the public’s input city officials are 

planning on closing the canyon during peak hours and providing a bus only option to get to the ski 

resorts. This plan also falls in conjunction with providing more public transit year round. This is phase 

one of a larger plan, and will tell the authorities whether or not they should follow through on the rest 

of the proposal.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A year round bus schedule will benefit everyone in many different ways. Employees of the ski 

resorts and surrounding businesses will undoubtedly be saving hundreds of dollars in gas money and 

repairs to their vehicles resulting from driving the steep grades of the canyon. Tourists who rent 

vehicles ill-suited for winter driving conditions will be thankful for the constant bus service. Cyclists 

who ride the canyon road in the summer months will find the roads safer with less cars speeding past 



them. With fewer cars on the road and fewer emissions spewing from exhaust pipes Little 

Cottonwood Canyon will be little more tranquil. With fewer cars comes less noise pollution, which 

gives wildlife a chance to venture closer to the valley floor, giving sightseers even more reason to come 

into the canyon.  

There are a few un-answered questions when it comes to the year round bus schedule. Some 

of the most popular summer activities in Little and Big Cottonwood are hiking, mountain biking, and 

climbing. Many of these activities take part in sections of the canyon that are not near ski resorts. 

Right now the buses run from the base of Little and Big Cottonwood to the ski resorts without a stop 

in between. That leaves an 8-mile section of canyon road where many users wish to be dropped off. 

So even though these plans are helping moderate the amount of vehicles traveling the canyons they 

are still in need of some fine-tuning. 

 

 

Conclusion 

When it comes to our national parks we need to realize that everything we do matters. Public 

lands rely on the users for preservation, and without a watchful eye over them our parks would be 

littered with trash. We all need to be more aware of our impact we have on the Earth. Groups such as 

Envision Utah and Save Our Canyons are here to help preserve these beautiful areas and guide the 

public toward feasible options regarding sustainability. 

 Users of these areas need to not only practice preservation but also police those around them. 

Once these first small changes start taking place we need to take part and embrace them instead of 

saying it’s a good idea and not acting. Once the people in power see that the users of the areas in 

question are taking part in the solution we will see more improvements to those areas regarding 

conservation. Leading by example remains one of the most effective ways to change the way people 

do things. It is not just groups like Save Our Canyons setting the example it is people just like you. So 

please go out and show your friends and family how important the environment is to you by taking 

action and participating in the new bus plan. 
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