STATEMENT OF JERRY OSTERMILLER, PRESIDENT OF THE COLUMBIA RIVER MARITIME MUSEUM AND STATE COMMISSIONER FOR OREGON-150, BEFORE THE SUBCOMMITTEE ON NATIONAL PARKS OF THE SENATE COMMITTEE ON ENERGY AND NATURAL RESOURCES, CONCERNING S.257, TO AUTHORIZE THE SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR TO CONDUCT A STUDY TO DETERMINE THE FEASIBILITY OF ESTABLISHING THE COLUMBIA-PACIFIC NATIONAL HERITAGE AREA IN THE STATES OF WASHINGTON AND OREGON.

March 14, 2007

Mr. Chairman, thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony on S. 257.  I and the communities I represent want to respectfully urge the Senate to pass this legislation.

Mr. Chairman, for nearly twenty years I have served as the Executive Director of the Columbia River Maritime Museum, a 501 (c) 3 educational institution which was the first nationally accredited maritime museum on the West Coast.   I am a past President of the national Council of American Maritime Museums, a member of the Oregon State Heritage Commission, a member of the Oregon State Sesquicentennial Commission, and an Accreditation Reviewer for the American Association of Museums.  Serving in these capacities has given me national perspectives regarding the significance of historical sites and living and working in the Northwest has convinced me that the Columbia Pacific area is a spectacular and unique part of this country, breathtaking in its physical beauty and nationally significant in its history worthy of a National Heritage Area Designation.

I am here today to respectfully ask that Congress authorize a Feasibility Study to determine if a Columbia Pacific National Heritage Area should be established in the region where the Great River of the West meets the Pacific Ocean.

I am representing more than 100 organizations, businesses and citizens of our communities who have voiced support or written to both the Oregon and Washington congressional delegations requesting this legislation.  The list of Oregon supporters is extensive and includes State Governor Kulongoski, the cities of Astoria, Seaside, Warrenton, Gearhart and the government of Clatsop County, Oregon State Parks and Recreations, Port of Astoria, the Astoria-Warrenton Chamber of Commerce, Seaside Chamber of Commerce, and strong regional businesses such as Astoria Builders Supply, New Northwest Broadcasters and the Bank of Astoria.  The supporters from the Washington side of the Columbia River include the cities of Long Beach, Ilwaco, Ocean Park, and Cathlamet, the Port of the Peninsula, the Washington State Historical Society, Washington State Parks and Recreation Commission and leading businesses including Sentry Markets and Shorebank Pacific, among many others.

The designation as a National Heritage Area is highly regarded by our communities as it signals national recognition.  The many community supporters I am here to represent believe our heritage is of such national significance that the Columbia Pacific region will easily qualify for designation as a National Heritage Area.  This designation will certainly attract entrepreneurs, investors and business owners as well as vacationers, family groups and retirees, all of which will enhance our local sustainable economic development.  But more importantly it will allow us to celebrate and share the area’s diverse cultural and historical significance as well as the awesome natural beauty and grandeur of the Columbia Pacific with all the citizens of the nation.  This idea began as a conversation among a few community leaders and quickly advanced into frequent discussions at Rotary clubs, city council meetings, Chambers of Commerce board and Visitor Bureau’s meetings.  The momentum for this study has launched growing enthusiasm and the personal involvement of the people who live in our towns surrounding communities as they realized the merits of this designation.  Their pride and enthusiasm has inspired a major commitment to pursue the rigorous process of a thorough feasibility study.

To move us closer to this goal, in early March 2007 our steering committee, “Destination: The Pacific” hosted a multi-community bi-state workshop where virtually every community, business and civic leader in three counties came together.  For three days 80 community leaders all worked as neighbors and partners to develop plans that would encourage the retention of community character and would enhance connections to our cultural and natural resources.  Eleven teams representing seven communities and the three large counties in the two adjoining states along with the National and State Parks now have plans for the future that embrace the concepts and themes consistent with a National Heritage Area.  More importantly, we have developed an even greater pride and appreciation for the national significance of the Columbia Pacific region.

For over 10,000 years, the Columbia River has served as the major conduit for commerce on the West Coast, and today 80% of all the grain that is exported from the United States to feed the world is shipped via this Great River.  The location of the confluence of the Columbia River and Pacific Ocean was the last great strategic mystery of the New World, sought by Russia, Spain and Great Britain. But it was first discovered and claimed by American Captain Robert Gray and named after his ship COLUMBIA REDIVIVA in 1792.  It is here at the mouth of the Colombia River that the focus of President Thomas Jefferson’s greatest ambition to expand the new country to the Pacific Ocean was expressed by the Lewis and Clark Expedition when they established Fort Clatsop in 1805.  The Columbia River was the economic engine that jumpstarted our newly emerging nation following the Revolutionary War when the ship owners of Boston created the “Golden Triangle” of trade, trading for furs from this region, shipping them to China and then bringing porcelains, silks, tea and other riches back to New England.  Astoria became the oldest American City west of the Rockies when John Jacob Astor established the foothold that ultimately resulted in the present international boundary between the United States and western Canada.  It is no wonder then that NASA named the first great ship of our nation’s Space Shuttle fleet COLUMBIA, in honor of the national significance of this Great River and its role in fulfilling American’s destiny in the Pacific Northwest.

In conclusion, the communities of the Columbia Pacific Region are respectfully asking that Congress, both the House and Senate, pass this legislations so that the President can sign it into law.

Mr. Chairman, this concludes my testimony.  I will be pleased to answer any question from members of the Committee.
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