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May 3, 2007

To:

The Honorable Ron Wyden, Subcommittee on Public Lands and Forests

From:

John Sterling, Executive Director

Subject:
Testimony in Support of S.647

Chairman Wyden and members of the subcommittee, thank you for this opportunity to testify in support of S.647, the Lewis and Clark Mount Hood Wilderness Act of 2007. My name is John Sterling, and I am Executive Director of the Outdoor Industry Conservation Alliance. We are a group of roughly 140 outdoor businesses nationwide that sell products for active use in the outdoors. Our member companies work together to protect wilderness and rivers for their habitat and recreational values. Several of our key member companies have deep connections to Oregon including Columbia Sportswear, KEEN Footwear, REI, Patagonia, Yakima Products, and Mountain Hardwear.

Eight months ago, I had the honor of standing with Senators Wyden and Smith on a beautiful day in downtown Portland as you unveiled your proposal for new Wilderness and Wild and Scenic River designations on Mount Hood. The Conservation Alliance stood behind their vision then, and we enthusiastically support the legislation under consideration today. It is encouraging to see legislation that enjoys strong bipartisan support. I also want to acknowledge the hard work of your colleagues in the House of Representatives – Congressmen Walden and Blumenauer ‑who share a vision for more protection on Mount Hood, and who have proven their ability to cross party lines to work together for that vision. I encourage you to work closely with Oregon’s House delegation to ensure a bill passes this year.

The Conservation Alliance supports the effort to secure new Wilderness designations on Mount Hood because wilderness is good for business. In Oregon, 76 percent of the population – more than 2 million Oregonians – participate in some form of nonmotorized outdoor recreation each year. Consumer spending on outdoor recreation merchandise contributes roughly $125 million to Oregon’s economy each year. According to a new study by the Outdoor Industry Association (The Active Outdoor Recreation Economy, Fall 2006), the overall outdoor recreation economy – which includes retail gear purchases and trip-related expenditures – contributes more than $5.8 billion to Oregon’s economy and supports 73,000 jobs across Oregon.
Outdoor customers in Oregon look to federal lands for recreation opportunities, and securing Wilderness and Wild and Scenic River protection for special places on Mount Hood will ensure long-term recreational destinations for outdoor industry customers.

Our protected wilderness and rivers are among our most valuable economic assets. Increasingly, economic growth in Oregon is based on providing services to the rising number of residents who flock to our communities to live, work, or retire in places surrounded by protected natural areas. Our protected lands also draw businesses attracted to Oregon’s high quality of life. I want to tell you about some of those businesses.

In 2005, Yakima Products, manufacturer of some of the finest bicycle, ski, paddling and cargo rack systems in the world, moved their business from Northern California to the Portland area. They made this move in part because of the high quality of life the region offers. Yakima now employs 75 people in Beaverton, many of whom look to Mount Hood as a recreational outlet.

The following year, KEEN Footwear, perhaps the fastest growing footwear brand in the US, moved to Portland from the San Francisco Bay Area. KEEN hired a native Oregonian to run the company and now employs more than 60 people at its offices in Portland’s Pearl District. As a fast-growing brand, KEEN has been adding personnel constantly since landing in Portland. In recruiting employees, KEEN regularly touts easy access to protected public lands as an asset to living in the Portland area. Further, KEEN actively looks for employees that share the company’s commitment to conservation.
Finally, I want to mention Columbia Sportswear, a company with a rich history in Oregon. To those of us who are native Oregonians, Columbia is a household name. The company started in Portland in 1938 and is now one of the largest manufacturers of outdoor clothing in the world, employing 2,700 people worldwide. 

These three companies have at least two things in common. One is that each supports Senators Wyden and Smith’s vision for Mount Hood Wilderness. The other is that each company’s most valuable asset is its employees. And in attracting and retaining good employees, quality of life plays an important role. Protecting wilderness and wild rivers on Mount Hood will help ensure that the quality of life in Oregon remains high.

These are anecdotes. But they support a growing body of evidence that protected public lands play a key role in stimulating and sustaining economic development in the West. As our economy shifts away from traditional industries – mining, wood products, farming and ranching – Oregon’s economic growth is coming from the diverse sectors of finance, high-tech, real estate, business services, and outdoor recreation. A recent study by the Sonoran Institute (Prosperity in the 21st Century West, July 2004) concludes that: “Wilderness, National Parks, National Monuments, and other protected public lands, set aside for their wild characteristics, can and do play an important role in stimulating economic growth – and the more protected, the better.”
My home town of Bend is a perfect example of how protected public lands support economic growth in the new West. Bend is among the fastest growing towns in the country. Though that growth poses challenges for the community, it is irrefutable that Bend’s economy is vibrant and strong. People move to Bend for a variety of reasons that all revolve around quality of life. Bend lies within 20 miles of the Three Sisters Wilderness and the Badlands Wilderness Study Area, and within 40 miles of the Newberry Crater National Monument. Likewise, the town is surrounded by BLM and Forest Service lands that provide open space and recreation opportunities, and serve as a de facto urban growth boundary.

People flock to Bend to take advantage of the outdoor opportunities provided by these public lands. These lands play a key role in attracting tourists and new residents alike. Prosperity in the 21st Century West found that, from 1970 to 2000, the closer a county was to protected lands, the faster that county’s economy grew. Central to this study’s findings is that the economy of the rural West has changed. Communities once dependent on logging, mining, and ranching have built new prosperity on high-end service industries like finance, engineering, real estate and business services. The reason for this shift is that people are increasingly moving to rural Western towns for their unique landscapes and quality of life. Many of these new arrivals are retirees with investment income. They buy or build new homes, eat out, and appreciate the public lands in their new communities.
The study concludes that rural communities benefit substantially from protected public lands – Wilderness, National Parks, National Monuments – particularly when coupled with improvements in schools, transportation infrastructure, and the arts.

This perspective is compelling when placed in the context of the proposal to designate new Wilderness areas on Mount Hood. If we accept that protected public lands are an important economic asset, then S.647 is an investment in Oregon’s economic future. By protecting 128,000 acres of wilderness and 80 miles of rivers on Mount Hood, this legislation responds to the demand from an overwhelming majority of Oregonians to ensure that future generations can enjoy Oregon’s natural heritage the same way we have. It would also help safeguard Oregon’s quality of life, and give Oregon’s economy a competitive edge over states that lack our bounty of spectacular public lands.
Economics aside, I want to thank Senators Wyden and Smith, and Oregon’s House delegation for their hard work. I am a native Portlander. Anyone who was raised in the shadow of Mount Hood cannot look at that mountain without feeling a deep sense of pride and good fortune at being born in Oregon. Thank you for your commitment to protecting Wilderness on Mount Hood.

PO Box 1275, Bend, OR 97709 | (541)389-2424 | www.conservationalliance.com
- 2 -

[image: image1.jpg]