A2 Sunday, Jun 2. 2024

THE LOOK AHEAD

THE SALT LAKE TRIBUNE

Red Butte’s season begins, two shows at Utah First, three
days of music in Torrey and Luke Combs at Rice-Eccles

Journalists from across The Tribune newsroom offer a look at
ovents and happenings of interest for the week of June 2-8:
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Kane County commissioner and ex—wildli_ﬁ.e
official investigated for alleged big game baiting

Wildlife Board member
Wade Heaton resigned
last fall on the heels of a
wildlife mvestigation.

By ERIC PETERSON
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The ranch is on the Alton Co
Wildlife Management
Unit, part of a lucrative pre
for landowners who get v
ers for big game permits they can
sell. typically wrapped with guid
ing services, f ces that can
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rocks can
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reach tens of thou
Heaton'’s Color Country Outfitters
auctioned 4 five-day. guided hunt
on the Alton CWMU in 2018 for
$90.000.

the CWMUs work
nanage the wild:
life habitat on their property — and
they must allow a smaller number
of public tag holders to hunt there.

As public hunters, Robert and
his father were scouting alone on
the Heaton Ranch last ’\u;uq he
sad
vate guided group. They w
than a day into their trip, Robert
1. when “the next thing we
w, we were caught up in this
whole investigation with the Divi
siom of Wildlife.”

A DWR investigator questioned
them and seized one of his father's
arrows, he said. The expericnce
Jeft them with s d taste in their
mouth.” he added, so they ended
their hunt early
division

In exchunge
he state tc

nvestigating
possible big-game haiting at the
Alton CWMLI a rding to u 62-
page report obtained by The Utah
Investigative Journalism Project
throagh a public record request
The report lists Heaton as u sus
pect — along with sixothers — and
says the division was investigating
nla m'f\x’ big game baiting, unlaw

ng
wildlife and a pattern of unla
multiple arcas in the Al
ML

At the time, Heaton was a mem:-
ber of the Utah Wildlife Board
which oversees the CWMU pro
n. Five: dz_\\ after the lengthy
report was completed on Oct. 4

A mule deer is pictured on the Alton Cooperative Wildlife

Wade Heaton.

3. Heaton submitted a resigna.
m email to the Division of Wild
life Resources.

"My life has continued to be-
complicat
nd I no Jonger
feel that 1 have the time needed to
serve on the Wildlife be

The division’s investigation
was referred in December to the
Utah County Attorney’s office to
be evaluated for possible cha
according to a DWR spe
The Utah County Attor:
did not respond to questions about
the status of the case

Heaton is the operitor of the Al
ton Cooperative Wildlife Manage
ment Unit, the division confirmed
Under DWR rules, he could Jose
the opportunity to operate the
CWMU if he is convicted of a wild:
life violation. A conviction relat
ed to the investigation also could
have an impact on the status of the
property as a CWMU

Heaton did not respond to mul
tiple requests for comment. The
1 1 Investigative surnalism
Project and The Salt Lake Tribune
are identifying Robert, the public
hunter. by a pseudonym because
he is listed us a witness, not a sus-
pect.in the report, and he does not
want to be publicly connected to
passible wildlife violations.

Rabert and his father ure two of
the 11 “involved ‘others™ in the re-
port. which appear to include ad-
ditionul bunters

‘A BUCK DEER HAD BEEN
SHOT'

Maost of the pages of the rﬂﬂuﬂd

charges have
been filed, a DWR spokesperson

explained. The division consid
ers the investigation ongoing, the
spokesperson added.

But one of the few unreda
©d sentenses states that at the be
ginning of the investigation, DWR
nvestigator Mark Ekins “received
an email” in mid-August “regard-
ing the unlawful baiting of big
game” on property “south of Al-
ton, Utah. in Kane County.”

The report also notes that the
nitia tl report was an assertion that
\lh)n\ ooperative Wildlife
Management l'ml (CWMU) was
baiting big game.”

Days later, on Aug. 26, Ekins
and DWR conservation Officer
Shane Kitchen went to “an alleged
bait site [Ekins] had been investi
gating on the Paunsaugant [Pla
teau] in Kane County,” Ki

5 s believed that a buck deer
h ad hm en shot while at the bait
site.” In another supplemental re-
port, an officer with a K unit said

e also had heen asked to “locate
abuck de at had been shot but
not recovered.”

Kitchen's report indicates the
officers made contact with Wade
Heaton, then 50, another man, and
Robert's futher. They seized a cam-
era from Heaton and a phone from
the ather man, the repart said

Baiting big game for hunting
only became illegal in Utsh in
2021, after all of the state's im
mediate neighbors had already
banned or restricted it. Baiting is
defined as placing food or nutri-
ents to manipulate the behavior
of wildlife, and it now can draw
charges ranging from a class B
misdemennor to a third-degree
felony, the DWR points out. A
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conviction can lead to the suspen
sion of hunting privileges.
Robert said he and his father did
not shoot a buck, and they didn't
see anyone else shoot a buck while
they were at the ranch. They did
notice salt licks and water troughs
in the areas where they were hunt
ing

“We asked the outfitters about
it three different times and they
“No. the division knows

e've talked to the

dnmmn about it and they're fine
with it.” Robert said.

They deferred to Heaton, Robert
said, knowing that he was on the
life Board. “As far as we were
ned, Mr. Heaton is the divi-

aid.

21 law includes exemp-
alt licks placed by agri-
cultural producers for agriculture
purposes. Hunters can hunt over
such salt licks, according to DWR

Heaton Ranch is a cattle ranch
that has also invited guests to help
with cattle drives. and Robert had
taken pictures of cattle in the area
where they were hunting

The unredacted portions of the
reports do not specify what the of-
ficers w investigating as having
been possibly used as bait. Robert
acknowledged he did not know the
full extent of the inves mgkm.m

m, the
nch had baite d game
according to 2019
reporting by The Tribune, The
practice had become increasingly
common, especial
hunters in southe
Tribune reported, be
effective in Juring mule deer to
places where conceuled hunters
could get off u clean shot.
Concerns that baiting could
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contribute to the spread of infec-
tious diseases in deer herds — and
didn’t square with the Western
hunting principle of fair chase —
helped lead to the ban

In 2004, Heaton had been ac-
cused of having cornered deer be-
hind an 8-foot fence for a guided
hunt. When a cornered animal
was caught on a video that was
sent anonymoushy to KSL-TV and
shared with regulators, it
n investigation into possible ille-
gal trapping.

Heaton told KSL the group of
deer had running room but some
mistakenly cornered themselves.

“1 don't think there was anything

illegal that went on with it,” he told
the station. “It was too bad. And
obviously that's not the way peo-
ple like to hunt.

Ultimately. no charges were
filed

‘YOU HAVE TO KEEP
YOUR NOSE CLEAN"

DWR expluined in z statement
that it could not comment on the
baiting allegation because it is
still under investigation. DWR did
stress that Heaton's status as a for-
mer member of the Wildlife Board
has not impacted the investigation

“Regardless of who is being in-
vestigated, u conservation officer
will investigate the alleged viola-
tion and collect any pertinent evi-

" the statement read.

Covey Jones is the wildlife sec-
tion chief for DWR und previous-
Iy oversaw the CWMU program as
the agency’s private lunds coordi-
nator. While not addressing the

specifics of Heaton's case, Jones

WILDUIFE, NEXT PAGE

1871 Puttntiec o




