Hands off the Antiquities Act 
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Congress should not undercut the president's authority to establish national monuments
 "We need the tonic of wildness," Henry David Thoreau wrote. "We can never have enough of nature." 
That spirit has moved 15 presidents -- from Theodore Roosevelt to George W. Bush -- to use the Antiquities Act to create national monuments and provide lasting protection for some of the nation's greatest wild places. And that spirit is under attack in Congress as Republican opponents of President Obama pursue ways to undercut his authority and deny him the chance to create new monuments. 
[image: Grand Canyon.JPG]Presidents have used the Antiquities Act to protect many natural areas from development, including the Grand Canyon.
For over a century, the Antiquities Act has given presidents the authority to designate monuments. It's a power presidents have used sparingly, but to lasting effect. Consider some of the important monuments protected over the years: Arizona's Grand Canyon, Washington's Olympic National Park and Wyoming's Devil's Tower. Saved from commercial exploitation, many of these places have become national parks. 

President Obama has signaled that he may use the act to add two or three new monuments. In a February report titled "America's Great Outdoors," the administration suggested a public process to consider potential monuments. One terrific candidate is Oregon's Owyhee Desert, one of the most remote and beautiful places in the United States. 

Obama's interest in using the Antiquities Act has set off a furious response from some Western Republicans, who huff that Obama is trying to make an end-run around Congress, the states and the public. They've introduced bills requiring state legislatures, governors or Congress to approve all national monuments. So far, thankfully, none of the bills have traction in Congress. 

There's no compelling reason to change land-protection laws that have served this country well. Congress creates wilderness areas; presidents create national monuments. House Republicans have gone so far as to try to prevent the Bureau of Land Management from even studying whether any of its lands are wilderness quality. That's wrong, too, but if GOP lawmakers aren't interested in using their authority expand wilderness, that's their prerogative. However, lawmakers have no business trying to kill the authority of the president to designate monuments. 

Teddy Roosevelt, a Republican, used the Antiquities Act to protect Devil's Tower in Wyoming because Congress would have allowed the landmark to be lost to private development. He used the act to protect 800,000 acres of the Grand Canyon, which was then the target of commercial schemes, even though the state of Arizona objected to the federal designation. 

If only more lawmakers of both parties today shared Roosevelt's determination to protect the nation's natural wonders. Only 4 percent of Oregon's land mass is protected by wilderness. Many other incredible landscapes and wildlife areas, particularly in the high desert east of the Cascades, remain vulnerable to harmful development and damage from off-road vehicles. 

Oregonians strongly favored efforts to protect this state's wild lands, everywhere from Steens Mountain and the Badlands near Bend to Southern Oregon's Soda Mountain to Mount Hood. This is a moment not only to defend these places, but also the president's authority under the Antiquities Act to protect others like them. This country can never have enough of nature. 
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