UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

Conserve Southwest Utah v. U.S. Department of the Interior

Civil Action No. 26-317 (RDM) (D.D.C. Mar. 1, 2026) - No. Civil Action No. 26-317 (RDM) - Decided March

1, 2026

SUMMARY

The U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia considers environmental organizations’ motion for

a preliminary injunction challenging the Bureau of Land Management’s January 2026 approval of a

right-of-way for the Northern Corridor Highway through Utah’s Red Cliffs National Conservation

Area. Plaintiffs assert claims under the Omnibus Public Land Management Act, the Administrative

Procedure Act, and the Endangered Species Act. The court concludes that plaintiffs demonstrated a

likelihood of success on at least their OPLMA and APA claims and granted preliminary injunctive

relief, while setting an expedited schedule for resolution on the merits.
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Plaintiffs brought an Administrative Procedure Act action challenging
the Bureau of Land Management's January 2026 Record of Decision
granting the Utah Department of Transportation a right-of-way for the
Northern Corridor Highway through the Red Cliffs National
Conservation Area, along with related environmental and biological
assessments. Plaintiffs moved for a preliminary injunction barring

ground-disturbing construction activities.

For preliminary injunctive relief, the Court required plaintiffs to show
likely success on the merits, likely irreparable harm, that the balance
of equities favored relief, and that an injunction was in the public
interest. Agency action under the APA was reviewed as a matter of law
for consistency with the statute, the administrative record, and the
arbitrary-and-capricious standard. The Court independently

determined the meaning of the OPLMA and applied deferential review



to the agency's scientific and technical judgments while requiring a
satisfactory explanation and consideration of important aspects of the
problem.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Published district-court memorandum opinion granting preliminary
injunction; persuasive within the district but not binding precedent
outside the case.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether plaintiffs were likely to succeed in showing that the Bureau's 2026 approval of the Northern
Corridor right-of-way violated the Omnibus Public Land Management Act.

2. Whether plaintiffs were likely to succeed in showing that the Bureau's 2026 decision was arbitrary and

capricious because it inadequately explained its departure from the Bureau's contrary 2024 decision.

3. Whether plaintiffs demonstrated likely irreparable harm, favorable equities, and a public interest
supporting a preliminary injunction.

4. Whether plaintiffs raised substantial questions regarding the Fish and Wildlife Service's 2025 biological
opinion under the Endangered Species Act, although the Court did not decide that claim on the merits at

this stage.

HOLDINGS

1. At the preliminary-injunction stage, the OPLMA is best construed to permit the Secretary to authorize a
northern transportation route through the Red Cliffs National Conservation Area only in a manner
consistent with the Secretary's broader duty to conserve, protect, and enhance the area's resources and
threatened and endangered species. The Secretary must evaluate alternatives and select the route that
minimizes impacts on the protected resources; the statute does not permit selection of a more damaging

route merely because a less damaging alternative is more costly, uncertain, or administratively difficult.

2. Plaintiffs were likely to succeed on their APA claim because the Bureau failed adequately to explain its

reversal of the 2024 decision. The 2026 Record of Decision did not meaningfully explain what new



information changed the agency's assessment of the alternative route, what 'viability' or 'technical and

economic feasibility' meant, or how those considerations related to the OPLMA's conservation mandate.

3. Plaintiffs established likely irreparable injury from imminent fencing and other ground-disturbing
activities in Mojave desert tortoise critical habitat. The threatened habitat degradation, fragmentation,
vegetation removal, and potential tortoise injury or death outweighed the asserted financial and
transportation-related harms, and the public interest favored protecting the conservation area and
threatened species.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Considering these premises together, this means—as the Bureau opined in December 2024—that the
Secretary “must select” a route that could, in fact, be used to construct a highway, but it also means that he

“must select the” route “that minimizes impacts on the NCA resources to be protected.”” (24-25)

“the OPLMA permits the Secretary to authorize a “northern transportation route” if and only if it does so in

the manner that is least offensive to its broader conservation obligations.” (30-31)

“Without some further explanation—indeed, any meaningful explanation—the agency’s invocation of

“nonviability” or “infeasibility” cannot have talismanic effect.” (38)

“But because the Northern Corridor Highway project is neither ongoing nor inevitable, the Court cannot
offset any harm that the fencing will cause to the tortoises and their critical habitat against some greater

harm that the fencing might mitigate if the broader project is allowed to proceed.” (46)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The challenged project is a proposed four-lane Northern Corridor Highway across the Red Cliffs National
Conservation Area in Washington County, Utah, including habitat designated as critical for the threatened
Mojave desert tortoise. The Bureau's 2024 decision terminated an earlier right-of-way and endorsed the Red
Hills Parkway Expressway as an alternative that would avoid or minimize impacts to tortoise habitat. In 2026,
after receiving additional information from UDOT concerning the alternative's technical and economic
difficulties, the Bureau reversed course and restored the Northern Corridor right-of-way. Construction-related
fencing and other ground disturbance threatened to fragment or degrade critical habitat and injure or kill

tortoises before the merits could be resolved.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Bureau approved a functionally identical right-of-way in January 2021. After plaintiffs challenged that
decision, the parties sought remand, and the Court remanded the proceedings in 2023 without vacating the
agency actions. The Bureau terminated the right-of-way in 2024 and endorsed an alternative route, but reopened
the process in 2025 and issued a January 2026 decision restoring the Northern Corridor right-of-way. Plaintiffs
filed this action on February 4, 2026, moved for a preliminary injunction on February 10, 2026, and the Court

granted the motion.

DISPOSITION



other

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The motion for a preliminary injunction was granted. Defendants and their agents, servants, and employees were
enjoined from further activity associated with the Northern Corridor right-of-way, and the intervenors were
ordered to suspend activities under any issued notices to proceed. The parties were directed to meet and confer
regarding whether limited geotechnical work could be permitted; if they could not agree, the intervenors could

seek modification of the injunction and plaintiffs could respond with evidence of harm.
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