
The President 
The White House 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20500 
 

October 31, 2016 
 

Dear Mr. President, 

As you are no-doubt aware, there is significant interest in protecting an area of federal public 
lands in southeastern Utah known as the Bears Ears region as a national monument. Much of this 
interest has come from Tribes with strong current, historic and prehistoric ties to the area, while 
recreationists, businesses, archaeologists and many others also have supported the Tribes’ 
proposal to establish a 1.9 million acre Bears Ears National Monument. These are all important 
interests in the protection of this landscape. Our purpose in writing you is to add another highly 
significant factor into that equation; one that has received little attention in the media, but is 
among the most significant, certainly from the perspective of scientific impact. 

The Bears Ears area in southeastern Utah contains some of the richest and most significant 
paleontological resources in the United States. This area preserves rocks that have an 
unparalleled record of ancient seas that covered the continent, the rise of vertebrate life on land, 
the ascendency of the dinosaurs, and even the remains of Ice Aged animals who once roamed the 
high plateaus and deep canyons that make the landscape of the Bears Ears area so visually 
stunning today. For example, work conducted in this area already has revealed new insights into 
the transition of vertebrate life from the sea to the land, with tetrapod fossils from the southern 
reaches of the proposed Bears Ears National Monument showing how the mosaic of characters 
present in fish and amphibians were evolving into the earliest true land vertebrates, the amniotes 
dating back to around 300 million years ago. 

Currently teams from many different institutions across the country are engaged in fresh new 
research there, leading to a boom for paleontological exploration and knowledge that the region 
has not seen for almost 50 years. New species of plant-eating crocodile-like reptiles are being 
described, mass graves of enormous sauropods are being unearthed, and the fundamental 
changes from reptiles to mammals are being exposed within this remarkable area. The Bears 
Ears landscape also holds important clues about how environments respond to the increasing 
temperatures and decreased rainfall associated with climate change. The geologic and fossil 
records in the proposed monument area allow us to see how the seasonal monsoon pattern that 
dominated during the Late Triassic Period, 205 million years ago, changed to a vast, dry desert 
system that smothered the old river systems over a period of less than 10 million years. 

Some of these finds are building off half-forgotten research from the 1940s and earlier. Other 
discoveries are being made in areas that have not been examined previously. Perhaps most 
startling, the vast majority of fossil-bearing rocks has yet to be scientifically examined or studied 
in any detail. Most previous work has been cursory without long-term goals in the region. Our 
work on this rich landscape has barely scratched the surface of the possibilities. 



Hand-in-hand with this flurry of discovery and the preponderance of work that remains to be 
done in the area is the vulnerability of virtually all of the known sites, along with those sure to be 
discovered. Paleontological sites within the proposed monument have been damaged by both 
inadvertent and overtly malicious means. ATV tracks have been found running over the surface 
of the most productive microfossil site from the Triassic in Utah; fragile teeth less than a 
centimeter long that have survived over 220 million years being crushed beneath the wheels of 
careless individuals. Rock shops in nearby towns sell locally-sourced fossil bone and petrified 
plants that could only have come from public lands. Some of these areas have been proposed for 
oil, gas, and uranium leases. Others, including some of the few published sites out there, have 
been suggested or offered up for sale, eliminating the possibility of future scientists testing 
previous work done in the area. The proposal that recently was put forward in Congress would in 
fact remove some existing protections from over 300 known paleontological sites currently 
managed by the Bureau of Land Management, a major step backwards in this critically 
vulnerable area and resource. 

Increased visitation has brought many more people into contact with these resources, making it 
much easier for these important and irreplaceable resources to be irreparably damaged by even 
the most well-meaning visitor. The Bureau of Land Management has only one paleontologist and 
two law enforcement officers for this rich, diverse, rugged and extensive landscape. They do a 
heroic job, but it is simply not enough. 

It is for these reasons that the undersigned paleontologists urge you to use the authority Congress 
delegated to you through the Antiquities Act to proclaim the 1.9 million acres of public land, 
including its extraordinary objects of paleontological interest, as Bears Ears National Monument. 
This action, and a recognition of the paleontological resources within the proclamation, would 
allow for greater protection and research in this incomparable region. 

We are just starting to truly understand the complexity of Earth’s history in this time and place. 
We hope that you also recognize how significant this region is for unraveling the natural history 
of our nation and how precious and vulnerable the fossil resources found in the Bears Ears area 
truly are. 

 
Most respectfully, 
[The undersigned paleontologists, in their individual capacities] 
 
 
Robert Gay 
Museums of Western Colorado, Society of Vertebrate Paleontology 
 
Hans Sues  
Society of Vertebrate Paleontology (Member and former President)  
 
Ryan Cooley 
Utah Friends of Paleontology 
 



Cliff Green  
Society of Vertebrate Paleontology; Utah Friends of Paleontology 
 
Julia McHugh  
Museums of Western Colorado 
 
Marissa Westerfield  
Society of Vertebrate Paleontology; The Clariden School 
 
Melinda Hurlbut 
Utah Friends of Paleontology; St, George Dinosaur Discovery 
 
Doug Shore  
Denver Museum of Nature and Science 
 
Dylan Dewitt  
Denver Museum of Nature and Science 
 
Edward Shelburne  
Nonvertebrate Paleontology Lab, University of Texas (Austin) 
 
Christopher Racay  
Dinosaur Journey 
 
Jason Testin  
Society of Vertebrate Paleontology 
 
Thomas Holtz  
Department of Geology, University of Maryland; Society of Vertebrate Paleontology; 
Paleontological Society of Washington 
 
Dalton Meyer  
Society of Vertebrate Paleontology 
 
Tracy Thomson 
University of California (Davis) 
 
Xavier  Jenkins  
Musuems of Western Colorado 
 
Ben Riegler  
Earth Science Club of Northern Illinois 
 
Teresa Pfister  
Earth Science Club of Northern Illinois 
 



A.B. Heckert  
Appalachian State University 
 
Taormina Lepore  
The Webb Schools; Society of Vertebrate Paleontology 
 
Ashley Hall  
Cleveland Museum of Natural History 
 
Gwen Daley  
Paleontological Society 
 
Kelli Trujillo  
Society of Vertebrate Paleontology 
 
Renee Faatz  
Geological Society of America 
 
Peter Holterhoff  
Hess Corporation; Paleontological Society; Society of Sedimentary Geology 
 
Joseph Sertich  
Denver Museum of Nature & Science 
 
Andrew Farke  
The Raymond M. Alf Museum of Paleontology 
 
Donald  DeBlieux 
Society of Vertebrate Paleontology 
 
Amy Cairn   
Utah Geological Survey 
 
Sarah Morgan 
Utah Geological Survey 
 
Maddie Morgan  
Utah Geological Survey 
 
Gabriela D’Elia  
Environmental Studies, Seattle University 
 
Katie Knutson  
Mount Holyoke College 
 
 



Nathan Van Vranken   
Society of Vertebrate Paleontology 
 
Benjamin Burger   
Utah State University 
 
Dawn Reynoso 
Society of Vertebrate Paleontology 
 
Anthony Turner  
Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County 
 
Grant Boardman   
Trivium Academy; University of New Mexico 
 
James Lehane   
Society of Vertebrate Paleontology 
 
Khai Button 
Ph.D Candidate, University of Kansas 
 
Sarah Gibson 
Ph.D Candidate, North Carolina State 
 
Brian Engh 
Professional Paleoartist 


