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GRASSROOTS
SOLUTIONS

MOAB’S SARA MELNICOFF IS A TIRELESS ADVOCATE
FOR THE LAND AND THE LESS FORTUNATE
Written by Rachel Fixsen

S

ara Melnicoff jokes that her resume would include skills like spotting a cigarette
butt from 50 feet away, and knowing how many aluminum cans it takes to fill a
five-gallon bucket. She’s the founder and director of the nonprofit Moab Solutions,
which is devoted to litter clean-up, recycling advocacy, and outreach and aid for
homeless people. The organization has been around since the early 2000s and partners
with other nonprofits to care for shared natural spaces, promote waste reduction, and
offer a helping hand to those in need.

A HOME IN MOAB

Melnicoff was looking for a new direction
in life in 1999 when she saw a photograph
of Moab.
“Some voice said that’s my ancestral
home,” she recalls. She had recently moved
from Durango back to the east coast, and she
decided to come back out west, to Moab.
“I knew I wanted to surrender my life
to something bigger,” she remembers,
but she didn’t yet know what it would be.
When she got to Moab, she discovered
that there was a nonprofit recycling center
and she started sorting recycling from the
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hostel where she was staying and bringing
it to the center.
Melnicoff credits her passion for cleaning up natural areas to her late partner,
David Morgan, who would pick up litter
while walking along the Animas River near
Durango. Melnicoff threw herself into the
effort. She says that doing the clean-up soon
helped her rekindle a lost bond with nature.
“Over time it reconnects you with the
natural world,” she says of cleaning up litter. “You're seeing things up close, you're
taking a slow pace; you see changes during
the seasons if you walk in the same place.”

KEEPING IT CLEAN

On a walk through a section of the Mill Creek
Parkway on the west side of Moab, Melnicoff
spots “micro-trash” and scrambles down slopes
or reaches through brush to recover discarded
items like candy bar wrappers, cigarette butts,
bottle caps, and various unidentifiable pieces of
plastic, glass or Styrofoam. She sorts them into
recyclables by type and non-recyclable materials. Overall the parkway is cleaner than it used to
be, she says. In the past, she would sometimes
find huge items like waterlogged mattresses left
in the creek or a discarded sofa.
Moab Solutions volunteers regularly do
clean-up walks on the parkway and in Mill
Creek Canyon, and the organization hosts other
events periodically. On April 22 of this year,
which was Earth Day, Moab Solutions and the
Community Recycle Center hosted a “Cash for
Cans” event in which people could redeem
aluminum cans for 30 cents per pound. At the
same event, Moab Solutions collected pens,
pencils, markers, and other writing materials in
a special container to be shipped to the creative
recycling company Terracycle.
The Community Recycle Center is managed
by the Grand County Solid Waste Special Service
District # 1, which also oversees two landfills and
a waste collection service. Evan Tyrrell joined the
district as its new manager in 2019. Before taking on the position he looked through old board
meeting notes and noticed that Melnicoff was an
outspoken champion of recycling. He met her on
a visit to town before taking the job.
“Sara has been one of our biggest advocates,”
Tyrrell says of Melnicoff, describing how she’s
a presence at the Community Recycle Center
almost daily—helping businesses and a few residents who aren’t able to get to the center on
their own to sort and deliver their recycling.
Moab Solutions is also one of the center’s
most generous sponsors. A tiered sponsorship
program allows individuals, businesses, and non-

profits to pledge annual financial support, and
Moab Solutions, in keeping with its mission, is in
the highest tier.
Tyrrell recalls a project on which the district
and Moab Solutions collaborated with the Canyonlands Chapter of the Utah Native Plant Society. Before Tyrrell began working for the district,
a fence outside the Community Recycle Center
had been damaged by a vehicle.
“The fence got replaced and as a result the
hillside was basically bare sand,” says Tyrrell. Melnicoff became aware of a plot of land in Spanish
Valley that was soon to be developed, and that
the plot was home to many native plants. The
Utah Native Plant Society and volunteers rescued
dozens of plants from the site and replanted them
on the hillside next to the new fence. The Solid
Waste Special Service District contributed mulch
salvaged from the landfill’s green waste program
to help landscape the new garden.

HOMELESS OUTREACH

It was on a clean-up walk in the mid 2000s when
Melnicoff began expanding the mission of Moab
Solutions to include homeless aid and outreach.
She remembers when she and other volunteers
were cleaning up along the parkway, they would
see “sketchy-looking” groups of people. Melnicoff decided to ask if they’d be interested in
helping with the clean-up. She made a proposal,
saying if she was able to find a funding source,
she would offer them a small amount of pay to
help with the trash pick-up. She says that the
people living along the parkway started participating right away.
“My idea was, I would get to know the people and figure out how we could help them,” she
remembers. Then one day, she met a homeless
woman in her 40s named Laurie, who, Melnicoff
found out, died just a few days later of exposure
on the parkway.

Opposite page: Moab Solutions Founder Sara Melnicoff leads a cleanup along Mill Creek in Moab in April. [Photo by Murice D. Miller] Top, left to right: Ella Sauer doing
cleanup work along Mill Creek in 2021. [Photo by Murice D. Miller] An array of discarded items cleaned up by Moab Solutions. [Courtesy Moab Solutions] A pile of broken
glass collected from the land. [Courtesy Moab Solutions] David Morgan, who died in 2013, was Melnicoff's life partner and the inspiration for the idea of Moab Solutions.
Here he holds up a dangerous piece of discarded glass. [Courtesy Moab Solutions] Bottom: Three homeless men — from left to right, Ken Milliken, Henderson John and Bill
Thompson — work to clean up a heavily littered area several years ago. John and Thompson are now deceased. [Courtesy Moab Solutions]
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“I said, ‘if we can do anything, that is not going
to happen (again),’” Melnicoff remembers. She
contacted local authorities to let them know of
her plans to continue engaging the homeless in
her clean-up walks, and she got involved with the
local Homelessness Coordinating Committee.
“Every week there was a line of people waiting for me; I’d have to go and get a whole bunch
of fives and ones,” she remembers. At the same
time she was conducting direct outreach, she
was advocating for help for the homeless at local
government meetings.
“We started to address the issue of their invisibility—I actually took some of them to city and
county council meetings to let them tell
their story, to make them real. They’re
someone’s brother or sister or aunt or
uncle or mom or dad.”
That approach of bringing homeless
people out of the margins and face-to-face
with community leaders was powerful for
Lenore Beeson, who now serves as the
board president for Moab Solutions. She started
volunteering with the organization picking up
trash and recycling in the mid-2000s. She remembers a 2010 winter candlelight walk organized to
bring awareness to the issue and to memorialize
people like Laurie. Vigils like this are held annually around the state in recognition of Homeless
Persons' Memorial Day, which takes place on the
Winter Solstice, the longest night of the year. Beeson recalls pushing her granddaughter in a stroller
as she participated in the 2010 Moab vigil. She
remembers, too, Melnicoff bringing homeless people in to speak to local elected officials in the city
and county meeting halls.
Beeson admits that before her work with Moab
Solutions she defaulted to fear of the homeless,
and she says it’s been eye-opening to work with
them and recognize their humanity more deeply.
“It just made me stop and realize how lucky
I am—because anybody can make bad choices,
but it made me realize, too, that anybody could
change as well,” said Beeson.

One person who was empowered by Moab
Solutions to change his life was Bill Thompson,
who was homeless on the parkway for about six
years. He started helping Moab Solutions with litter
clean-up and became friends with Melnicoff, who
encouraged him to confront his alcoholism. She
helped to connect him with resources and get him
into a rehabilitation clinic. Thompson got sober, but
a short time later found out that he had advanced
cancer. He died of cancer in 2012, but not before
reconnecting with a sister and his son and daughter.
In a short documentary called “As individual as Fingerprints,” which can be found through links on the
Moab Solutions website, Thompson shared his story

“SHE HAS A HEART OF GOLD.
SHE’S ALWAYS WANTING THE
BEST FOR PEOPLE.”
and encouraged anyone watching who might need
help recovering from addiction to seek that help. In
spite of the terminal cancer diagnosis, Thompson
was glad for the chance to get his life back on track
enough to contact his family and mend old wounds.
Melnicoff says that Moab Solutions aims to
find people the help they need, whether it’s rehab
services or a little bit of money for a bus ticket.
Recently, Melnicoff received a call from a Moab
police officer, who asked her if she knew of two
apparently homeless men traveling through the
area who had been involved in a disturbance in
a parking lot in town. Melnicoff didn’t recognize
the officer’s description of the men, but when she
saw two people cooking food over a campfire on
the parkway later that day, she knew right away
who they were. She explained to them how dangerous a campfire in the thick brush along the
parkway is—severe wildfires have occurred in
that area in the past—and asked them to put it
out. She called the officer who had contacted her
earlier, and together they found meals, resources,

and transport for each of the two men to continue
on towards their destinations.
Finding those resources often involves partnerships with other agencies that provide social
services in town. The nonprofit Moab Valley Multicultural Center (MVMC) provides various kinds
of aid including crisis resources, translation and
interpretation, life skills support, and cultural outreach and education. Within the last few years,
the MVMC has expanded its mission to include
housing assistance.
Liz Donkersloot is the Housing Resource
Coordinator for the MVMC.
“We love Moab Solutions. We talk to Sara
almost every day, sometimes multiple
times throughout the day,” she says. The
two organizations will refer clients to each
other and sometimes combine funding.
Melnicoff’s boots-on-the-ground approach
to homeless outreach is very effective at
building trust, Donkersloot says, and makes
people feel more comfortable looking for
help through an agency or nonprofit.
“She has a heart of gold. She’s always wanting
the best for people,” Donkersloot says of Melnicoff.
Donkersloot has worked with Melnicoff during
the annual Point in Time Count, a statewide census of the homeless population intended to give a
snapshot of how many people are without shelter
on a given day, and where they are.
“It’s a lot of fun,” Donkersloot says of working with Melnicoff during the count. “She’s full of
knowledge… and she does really care about these
people which is really wonderful to see. She talks
to them like they’re normal people, which they
are, but they’re not always treated that way.”
Melnicoff remains passionate about Moab
Solutions’ entwined missions of litter clean-up,
recycling, and homeless advocacy.
“She’s one of the most committed people I’ve
ever met, and she doesn’t stop,” says Beeson of
Melnicoff. “You can’t believe the places we have
gone to pick up a can… I don’t think the community
is aware of how much she does, every day.” n

Left: Mattresses that Moab Solutions and the City would later remove from Mill Creek. [Courtesy Moab Solutions] Middle: Breezy Nebergall, left, and Kay McLean, pick up
broken glass on Potato Salad Hill. [Courtesy Moab Solutions] Right: Melnicoff's dog, Lil Boo, runs ahead of a cleanup crew. [Photo by Murice D. Miller]
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