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During one particularly muggy inversion in 
Salt Lake City, a condition that occurs when 
pollution gets trapped in a valley, Cherise 

Udell read a news article that equated breathing the 
air there on a red-alert day with smoking a half-pack 
of cigarettes. The article also reported that pollution 
in Utah had gotten so bad, most children there will 
never develop full lung capacity. “I was horrified,” says 

Cherise, 43. “I had an image of 
my baby locked in a windowless 
room full of chain smokers. I had 
to do something.” In a moment 
of inspiration, Cherise drafted a 
passionate email to 100 moms, 
asking them to join her in clean-
ing up Utah’s air. Within minutes, 
dozens of responses flooded her 
inbox. “I tapped a nerve,” she says. 
“The mothers were riled up, but 
they didn’t know what to do.” 

Cherise organized an informal gathering, and it was 
there that Utah Moms for Clean Air was born. The 
group held an open meeting at the local library two 
weeks later to discuss air quality and hear concerns 
from the community. More than 150 people showed 
up, including a state senator and members of the local 
press. “From there, we shot out of the gate fast,” Cherise 

recalls. “The senator taught us how bills were passed 
and connected us with the key players on Capitol Hill 
who could help us facilitate change.” Local media em-
braced the group’s cause, and Cherise made headlines 
by naming the businesses that contributed to pollution 
and pointing fingers at politicians and government 
agencies for their inaction. 

Over the past two years, Utah Moms urged the state 
government to pass legislation that allocated funds for 
installing air-quality monitors in schools and reducing 
school-bus emissions by 90 percent. Cherise’s proudest 
feat: pressuring the state into nixing the construction 
of a mega-highway that would have run near 21 schools. 
“The Utah Department of Transportation knows that 
if they build this road, children will die,” Cherise told 
a local newspaper, citing studies that linked chronic 
exposure to diesel-truck traffic in Texas with an almost 
60-percent increase of childhood leukemia. Utah Moms 
also convinced a power company to call off plans to 
build a high-pollutant facility and helped to implement 
a statewide program called “Turn the Key, Be Idle Free,” 
which educates drivers about the pollution caused by 
idling cars. (Tail-pipe emissions account for approxi-
mately 60 percent of the area’s pollution.) 

“We’re just moms who care about our kids,” Cherise 
says of her group’s impact. “But when you tap in to that 
energy, it’s amazing how much we can accomplish.” R

Cherise Udell is on  
a mission to help Utah’s 
children breathe easier.   
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