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Take back the park

Phase out Yellowstone snowmobiles

Tribune Editorial

Updated: 08/03/2009 06:00:46 PM MDT

The fewer snowmobiles in Yellowstone National Park, the better. Better for wildlife, better for park visitors

trying to escape noise and pollution, and better for the overall health of the fragile park.

We support a proposal by the Obama administration to cut by more than half the number of machines

allowed each day this winter. There is no doubt that 318 -- the proposed daily limit -- is much better than 720

per day, the number allowed last winter under a Bush administration rule. But we prefer an even smaller number:

zero.

Snow coaches have grown in popularity because more people -- including children, the elderly and disabled

-- prefer them. Many tourist guides who once used a fleet of noisy snowmobiles have adopted the coaches

instead. They are more comfortable and much quieter, so passengers get a chance to see bison, elk, moose and

coyotes without causing the animals distress at a time of year when they are most vulnerable and most need

quiet and solitude.

During last year's presidential election campaign, Americans were treated to an image of Republican

vice-presidential candidate Sarah Palin shooting at moose from the seat of a snowmobile. While that image made

a political statement and the practice might even be allowed in Alaska, scientific research clearly indicates that

snowmobiles (or snow machines, as Palin called them) don't mix well with wildlife and the quiet, pristine air and

natural wonders that national parks are created to

protect.

A federal court last September rejected the 2008

plan from the Bush administration to allow 540

snowmobiles in the park, saying that, according to the

National Park Service's own research, more

snowmobiles would "cause major adverse impacts on

the the natural soundscape in Yellowstone" and

"exceed use levels recommended by NPS biologists

to protect wildlife." So the Bushies petulantly

reinstated an earlier limit: 720 per day.

We're encouraged that national park officials

under President Obama will be able to consider their

agency's own scientific reports as they work toward a

more reasonable rule. It's a refreshing contrast to

President George W. Bush's bullish determination to

ignore science if it contradicted his philosophy of

overusing and exploiting public lands, the

consequences be damned.

We join the hundreds of thousands of Americans who have told the NPS over more than a decade that

snowmobiles should be phased out of Yellowstone. They want their park back, and President Obama should

give it to them, since, after all, the parks belong to all Americans.
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