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FROM THE DIRECTOR

As Western Leaders Network turns four, I’ve been reflecting on 
our work since our formation and have to say, 2020 was one of our 
biggest years of growth, learning and success as an organization. 

That may be surprising, given that 2020 was the year defined 
by a deadly global pandemic, resulting economic crisis, political 
upheaval and violence, a historically consequential election, 
and year four of an anti-regulation agenda that threatened our 
environment. 

When COVID-19 struck the U.S. early last year, causing lockdowns 
and chaos, we knew it was going to change our priorities and 
how we worked at Western Leaders Network. We also thought 
it was going to be difficult to work toward our mission of 

protecting our air, water, public lands and 
public health. Instead, we found that our 
local leaders were more engaged and 
ready to work than ever. And though it 
was tough to move the dial on climate 
and conservation with Congress focused 
on pandemic response, we were still 
able to accomplish a lot, thanks to the 
commitment of local and tribal leaders 
across the Interior West, and expand and 
build relationships within our network. 

COVID-19 also taught us a lot about 
how we must think about conservation 
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and climate solutions going forward. This pandemic has been and is a stark 
reminder of how infectious disease is closely connected to climate change, 
and underscored just how prevalent environmental injustice is in our country. 
These are critical lessons that must be integrated in our plans and policy to 
address the climate crisis and ensure that all communities have clean air and 
water, and access to the outdoors. In other words, when we work toward a 
healthier environment, we’re also working toward justice and equity.

Unfortunately, the pandemic forced us to indefinitely postpone our Annual 
Summit, which was scheduled to take place in May 2020 in Santa Fe, so we 
missed seeing you last year. This is one of our major annual fundraising events, 
and a time when we get to meet with many of you in-person, discuss issues 
that affect western communities, and share ideas for effective leadership. 

Hopefully, we won’t have to wait another year before we can all gather again, 
but in the meantime, we’ve got a lot of exciting work in front of us. WLN kicked 
off 2021 with a letter to the new President and Vice President, calling on the 
administration to prioritize conservation and climate action in the term ahead. 
Specifically, we’ve requested that the administration: restore the boundaries 
of Bears Ears and Grand Staircase national monuments; sign an executive 
order to protect 30 percent of U.S. lands and waters by 2030; enact strong 
federal regulations to reduce methane and other greenhouse gases from 
the oil and gas industry; enact a freeze on federal fossil fuel leasing; develop a 
rule governing fracking on federal land for existing oil and gas development; 
sign an executive order advancing environmental justice and equity across all 
federal agencies; and reform the Mining Act of 1872.

Everything WLN accomplished last year, from the big wins (achieving full and 
permanent funding for the Land and Water Conservation Fund) to the small 
(expanding our Western Leaders Voices program), couldn’t have been done 
without your passion and dedication to your communities and your vision for 
a better, stronger West. I’m inspired by your leadership and ready for the work 
ahead.

Gwen Lachelt
Founder & Executive Director

Getting the word out,  
by the numbers, 2020

editorials and  
op-eds published

verbal and written 
public testimonies

local and tribal 
resolutions passed

sign-on letters

webinars hosted

12 

14 

13 
9
4

Promoted the 30x30 Campaign 
The 30x30 Campaign for Nature is a U.S.-led, science-based 
initiative to preserve 30 percent of our lands and water by 2030 
to fight the climate crisis and protect our wildlife, waterways and 
natural places. WLN published a toolkit for local leadership to learn 
more about the campaign goals and what they can do to advance 
it. To date, 25 local and tribal elected officials took the pledge to 
support the 30x30 initiative, and 10 local and tribal boards passed 
resolutions of support. 

Advanced Colorado Rules to  
Reduce Methane, Protect Climate
2020 was a watershed year for air quality regulations and 
accountability for the oil and gas industry in Colorado. The state 
adopted the nation’s strongest wellbore integrity regulations to 
protect groundwater and air quality from oil and gas pollution. 
WLN sent letters signed by more than 60 Colorado leaders to 
the Air Quality Control Commission and Colorado Oil and Gas 
Conservation Commission, two state rulemaking entities, calling 
for new air quality regulations to be applied statewide to protect 
the airshed and public health of all Coloradans.

CLIMATE 2020 ACCOMPLISHMENTS
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Supported New Mexico Rules to  
Reduce Methane, Protect Climate
When Governor Lujan Grisham took office, she pledged to 
enact nationally leading rules to cut methane emissions 
from the oil and gas industry and mitigate climate damage. 
State agencies spent most of the year working on those 
rules, and network leaders in New Mexico have remained 
consistently engaged and provided public comment in the 
ongoing public rulemaking process, which will continue 
into 2021. In a letter to the administration, more than 50 
New Mexico leaders expressed support for the rulemaking, 
and WLN published four op-eds from New Mexico leaders 
in Aztec, Las Cruces and Santa Fe, calling for strong state 
methane regulations and climate action. 

Launched Climate Action Campaign to Governors
WLN launched an ad campaign to communicate to the public, media, 
western governors and their staff the catastrophic damage of the 
climate change-fueled wildfires that devastated the West in 2020. 
WLN ran ads on social media and in state news outlets targeting 
the governors of Colorado, New Mexico and Nevada, sent letters to 
the governors and legislators in those states, and published opinion 
editorials by local elected leaders, calling on western governors to 
advance enforceable climate action. 

Defended Federal Methane Rules
In one of our first successes as an organization, WLN played a role 
in helping win the 2017 U.S. Senate vote to uphold the Obama 
administration’s Bureau of Land Management rule to reduce methane 
pollution and waste from the oil and gas industry. WLN has worked 
ever since to defend federal BLM and EPA methane regulations from 
attempted rollbacks. In 2020, WLN issued statements of opposition 
when the Trump administration rescinded the EPA methane rule, 
and when a federal court declared the BLM rule unlawful. WLN also 
wrote a letter to the Biden administration, urging a reinstatement and 
strengthening of federal methane regulations.

CLIMATE 2020 ACCOMPLISHMENTSCLIMATE 2020 ACCOMPLISHMENTS
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Advanced Oil & Gas Fiscal Reform
The federal onshore oil and gas fiscal program hasn’t changed in over a 
century, which means taxpayers are not receiving a fair return on oil and gas 
leases, and speculators are able to lock up public lands for next to nothing. 
WLN sent a letter signed by 23 local leaders, urging Congress to modernize 
current fiscal policy and establish a fair federal royalty rate for onshore 
development, which would bring more revenue to communities. WLN leaders 
in Utah and New Mexico published op-eds advocating for these reforms. 
Additionally, local leaders from Colorado and New Mexico participated in an 
online meeting to discuss this issue with members of Congress.

Fostered Community Solar Projects in New Mexico
WLN partnered with other organizations to bring tribal leaders, community 
members and other stakeholders together to find ways to make solar projects 
possible in tribal communities. Through surveys and discussion, WLN and 
partners were able to garner statewide support for community solar projects 
and legislation. 

CLEAN ENERGY
2020 ACCOMPLISHMENTS

and industry reforms

Garnered Support for Mining Law Reforms 
The Hardrock Leasing and Reclamation Act of 2019 was among many 
pieces of legislation poised to advance in 2020 before COVID-19 response 
took precedence in Congress. While Representative Raúl Grijalva’s bill did 
not go to the House floor for a vote as anticipated in 2020, local western 
leaders voiced their support for reforming the 1872 General Mining Act, 
which to this day governs the hard rock mining industry. Local and tribal 
boards in Arizona, Colorado, Idaho and New Mexico passed resolutions 
supporting reforms to protect communities from mine pollution and 
require mining companies to pay royalties to extract on public lands. Local 
officials in Montana and Nevada also published op-eds supporting reforms, 
and a letter signed by 57 western leaders from eight Interior West states 
was sent to Congressional leaders.

Engaged APCG on Methane, Mining Law Reform
In 2020, WLN engaged the All Pueblo Council of Governors on two key 
issues with major impacts on Indian Country and the Interior West. APCG, 
composed of 20 Governors of sovereign Pueblo nations in New Mexico 
and Texas, passed resolutions supporting mining law reform to protect 
communities and natural places from mine pollution, and statewide 
regulations in New Mexico to reduce climate change-causing methane 
pollution.

PUBLIC LANDS & WATERS 2020 ACCOMPLISHMENTS

All Pueblo Council of Governors 
passed resolutions supporting 
mining law reform and statewide 
regulations in New Mexico to 
reduce methane pollution.

Photo: John Mirro / istockPhoto: jbentley09 / istock
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Secured Full, Permanent Funding for LWCF
Since 1964, the Land and Water Conservation Fund has funded 
our nation’s parks, trails and outdoor spaces — assets that 
contribute to stronger, healthier communities, particularly in 
the West. 

WLN, in coordination with The Mountain Pact, sent a letter 
in May signed by more than 100 local, western leaders calling 
on Congress to invest in LWCF in a forthcoming stimulus 
package. In summer 2020, the Great American Outdoors Act 
was passed by Congress and signed into law, finally securing 
full and permanent funding for this program and dedicating 
$2.8 billion annually for conservation, outdoor recreation and 
park maintenance. 

This was landmark legislation, as America’s outdoor recreation 
economy supports over 7.6 million jobs, contributes over $887 
billion in annual economic output, and serves as the lifeblood 
for countless communities West-wide and across the country.

Expanded Network to 450 Leaders 
WLN has grown from the ground up over the past four years to include a 
robust, diverse network of leaders in the Interior West. In 2020, we surpassed the 
450-member mark. It’s incredible that we are now approaching a membership 
of 500 local and tribal leaders from eight western states, representing tribes, 
urban and rural areas, extractive resource communities and outdoor recreation 
economies, and everything in between. Our strength as an organization is in 
numbers and the diversity of our voices, and we look forward to continued 
growth in 2021.

Grew Our Board of Directors 
WLN was pleased to add Victor Snover, the Mayor of Aztec, New Mexico, to our 
board of directors in 2020. Victor lives in the heart of the San Juan Basin, which 
is home to one of the nation’s largest concentrations of methane pollution, and 
he has been one of WLN’s leading New Mexico-based advocates for stronger 
regulations to reduce climate change-causing methane and other pollutants 
from the oil and gas industry. Victor also serves on the board of directors for New 
Mexico’s Economic Council Helping Others, the Aztec Airport Advisory Board and 
the New Mexico Workforce Solutions State Board.
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BUILDING WESTERN  
LEADERS NETWORK

WLN expanded the 
network to more than 450 
local and tribal officials in 

eight Western states

PUBLIC LANDS & WATERS 2020 ACCOMPLISHMENTS
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Grew the Western  
Leaders Voices Program
Western Leaders Voices helps 
amplify the voices of local 
and tribal elected leaders on 
conservation issues in the West. 

In 2020, Western Leaders Voices 
published a dozen op-eds 
and letters-to-the-editor in 
publications in New Mexico, 
Colorado, Montana, Utah and 
Nevada on issues including 
methane pollution and 
regulations, hard rock mining 
legislation, oil and gas fiscal 
reform, climate change policy,  
well integrity rules, and wildfire 
risk. 

Virtual hearing to consider draft methane rules
By Wally Toledo, Navajo Nation, Torreon Star Lake Chapter 
Community Services Organizer 
August 5, 2020 – Updated August 5, 2020

Utah deserves fair value for oil and gas leases
By Mary McGann, Chair of the Grand County Council 
Special to The Tribune, July 30, 2020

Coconino Voices: State must take action to 
protect against wildfires
Lena Fowler, Coconino County Board Supervisor  
September 12, 2019 – Updated October 17, 2019

Grouse plan changes would imperil wildlife,  
and Wyoming
Pet Gosar, Albany County Commissioner, August 6, 2019

BUILDING WESTERN  
LEADERS NETWORK

Profiled Leaders
WLN featured profiles of network leaders in our 
monthly newsletters, interviewing local and tribal 
elected officials across the West about conservation 
policy, COVID-19 response, addressing social inequities 
in their communities and advice for newly elected 
leaders. See profiles at westernleaders.org/voices.

Hosted Quarterly Webinars
WLN hosted quarterly informational webinars for 
network leaders on emerging conservation issues in 
the West. Topics included public health impacts from 
oil and gas development in Colorado, legislation and 
current regulatory efforts; economic transitions and 
diversity in western communities; and conservation 
outlook and strategy for the West following the 2020 
election.

Launched Social Media  
Campaign to Curb COVID 
As COVID-19 surged across the country in early 2020, 
WLN sought ways to urge local and tribal elected 
officials to set an example for their constituents and 
work and lead from home if possible, to help prevent 
spreading the virus. WLN launched a social media 
campaign, #LeadingFromHome, to promote this 
message.

BUILDING WESTERN  
LEADERS NETWORK

 
Brian Vallo 

Pueblo of Acoma Governor, New Mexico 
First appointed 2019 

 
What are your most significant or important accomplishments as an elected leader?  
The accomplishments of tribal governments are rooted in a collective effort on the part of tribal 
officials, tribal councils and the tribal community. In 2019, it was important to complete projects 
and initiatives of my predecessors while also establishing the groundwork for new ideas and 
initiatives of my administration. One of the most important issues was to ensure the return of the 
Acoma ceremonial shield from the Eve Auction House in Paris, France. After four years, I had 
the honor of conducting negotiations with the consignor of the shield, coordinating a process 
with federal officials for taking possession of the shield and ensuring its safe return to the United 
States, and finally, the great and humbling experience of welcoming home the sacred shield. The 
Pueblo of Acoma appreciates the assistance of so many who contributed to this most important 
effort. 
 
This year, in addition to responding to the pandemic and doing all that we could to protect our 
people, I am grateful that we could initiate and complete a suite of infrastructure projects 
including a tribal-wide natural gas line, Phase I of a comprehensive broadband initiative, and 
have arrived at the final steps in establishing our own Electric Utility Authority. 
 
What has been the biggest challenge? 
The pandemic has most certainly dished out so many unprecedented issues for all governments. 
This, by far, has been the greatest challenge. I am grateful for the internal professional capacity 
of the Pueblo who have continuously provided guidance during this pandemic. We have learned 
a great deal from this experience while also making great sacrifices as a community to ensure the 
Pueblo of Acoma’s survival. 
 

 
 

Daniel Corona 
Mayor of West Wendover, Nevada  

Elected 2016 
  
What is your most significant or important accomplishment as an elected leader?  
Thus far, it's been my ability to build relationships with members of our state 
legislature. In the past, the legislature overlooked West Wendover and our needs, but 
through taking time to build those relationships with legislators from both sides of the 
aisle, we have gotten to a point where folks are asking about our needs.  
 
What has been the biggest challenge?  
Elko County is very conservative and many of our elected officials are outspoken 
conservatives. Oftentimes when it comes to issues like conserving our public lands or 
protecting the environment, I am often the only one who speaks out and, unfortunately, 
oftentimes it falls on deaf ears.  
 
What advice would you give someone considering running for office for the first 
time?  
Do it! If there is an issue or issues that you feel strongly about that you don't feel your 
elected officials are adequately addressing, run against them. Also, be yourself. Often 
when out talking to my constituents, I hear that I am the first politician knocking on 

 

 
 

Kalen Jones 
Moab City Councilor, Utah 

Elected 2015 
  
What is your most significant or important accomplishment as an elected leader?  
In 2017, as a result primarily of the efforts of myself and fellow council member Rani Derasary, 
the city of Moab adopted a resolution setting ambitious goals to address climate change and 
create Moab’s first sustainability-focussed staff position. The goals include 100 percent 
renewable electricity for the community by 2030, and an 80 percent reduction in carbon dioxide 
equivalent by 2040. It was gratifying to see our council chambers packed with supporters the 
night of the resolution vote. Moab is in a region already experiencing a noticeable rise in 
temperature, and climate change is becoming a local issue sooner than expected. Cascading 
effects from the resolution include new community-scale solar in development, investments in 
electric vehicle infrastructure and building efficiency, and, in partnership with other Utah cities 
and our electric utility, the framework for new grid-scale renewable capacity to meet our goals. 
  
What have been the biggest challenges for you and for your community during your term? 
Broadly speaking, social equity is a large and growing challenge, and housing is the clearest 

Juanita Vero
Missoula County 
Commissioner, Montana 
Elected 2020 Kalen Jones

Moab City Councilor, Utah 
Elected 2015

Daniel Corona 
Mayor of West 
Wendover, Nevada 
Elected 2016

Brian Vallo 
Pueblo of Acoma Governor, 
New Mexico  
Appointed 2019

 
 

Hilary Cooper 
San Miguel County Commissioner, Colorado 

Elected 2016 
 
What is your most significant or important accomplishment as an elected leader? 
I came into office as a Democrat with a deep passion for and professional experience in natural 
resource conservation. San Miguel County continues to highly value clean air, clean water, land 
preservation and quiet recreation on our public lands, however I quickly discovered that as a 
commissioner in a very rural and conservative part of the State I needed to understand the 
challenges we share with our neighbors in delivering public health and human services, building 
and maintaining roads, addressing public safety issues, lack of funding and meeting a wide range 
of needs for a diverse population. Finding common ground by developing a deeper 
understanding of these issues and the challenges we all face as elected officials in rural areas and 
the working relationships and friendships that are a result of this work is something that has 
helped me the most in my role serving the public.  
 
What has been the biggest challenge?  
As I entered office we had several long-term staff members in leadership positions who were on 
their way out. We are limited to two terms in San Miguel County and I was eager to get stuff 
done quickly. It was a challenge for me to slow down and instead help transition our 
organization and bring in new key staff members to help us be better prepared for existing 
challenges as well as the new ones we face with a changing climate.  
 

Hilary Cooper
San Miguel County 
Commissioner, Colorado 
Elected 2016 
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Professional Development
WLN staff members completed the Western Organization of Resource Councils’ 
Principles of Community Organizing training in fall 2020. 

“This hands-on training series was very instructive and 
applicable to my work at WLN. I came away with a deeper 
understanding of membership building, which is especially 
critical to our relatively new organization, and the 
components of a successful issue campaign.”

—Jessica Pace, Program Coordinator

“I’m glad I was fortunate enough to join this training. The 
outline of it had a consistent, smooth flow from messaging 
to strategy to facilitation. These skills and techniques will 
stay with me, because the group was very interactive and 
shared memorable content. Even if it was all online, it was 
great to meet new, like-minded people.”

 —Derrick Toledo, Indian Country Organizer

FINANCIALS,  
PARTNERSHIPS, BOARD & STAFF

Financials
2020 REVENUES
Grants: $234,500
Membership/Contributions: $3,086
Other: $8

Total Revenue: $237,594

2020 EXPENSES
Programs: $200,779
General & Administrative: $31,584
Events/Travel: $1,017

Total Expenses: $233,380

Board of Directors
Elise Jones, Chair

Former Boulder County Commissioner  
(2012-2020) • Executive Director, Southwest 
Energy Efficiency Project
COLORADO

Lauren Pagel, Vice Chair
Policy Director, Earthworks
WASHINGTON, DC

Don Schreiber, Treasurer
Rancher 
NEW MEXICO

Daniel Corona, Director
Mayor, West Wendover
NEVADA — Joined in 2021

Victor Snover, Director
Mayor, Aztec
NEW MEXICO

Juanita Vero, Director
Commissioner, Missoula County
MONTANA — Joined in 2021

Staff & Contractors
Gwen Lachelt, Founder & Executive Director
Jessica Pace, Program Coordinator
Derrick Toledo, Indian Country Organizer
Susan Etter, Accountant & Bookkeeper
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PO Box 4433 
Durango, CO 81302  

970-317-4264

westernleaders.org

Western Leaders Network is a nonprofit 
under section 501(c)3 of the Internal 
Revenue Code. We unite, support 
and cultivate pro-conservation local 
and tribal elected officials to protect 
western lands and build healthy, 
sustainable and resilient communities. 
Donations to Western Leaders Network 
are tax-deductible.

Foundations, Organizations 
and Corporations
Energy Foundation
George B. Storer Foundation
The Wilderness Society
Environmental Defense Fund
League of Conservation Voters
Patagonia
Resources Legacy Fund
Fidelity Charitable Trust
Maki Foundation
Western Conservation Foundation

— Thank you! — 

@westleaders

@westleaders

BUILDING WESTERN  
LEADERS NETWORK
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