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Executive Summary and Action Strategy 

Community Reports in Support of the  

Planning Effort in BLM’s Baker Resource Area  

 

James Kent Associates (JKA) was asked to engage in community fieldwork in the 

Oregon counties of Baker, Umatilla, Union, and Wallowa, as well as Asotin County, 

Washington and with the Nez Perce Tribe in Lapwai, Idaho. The Baker Resource Area 

Office will revise and update its Resource  Management Plan (RMP) for BLM lands in 

this area, for which it will use the JKA report to document citizen concerns about public 

land management, current social and economic conditions, and opportunities for greater 

community dialogue about alternatives for future management.  

 

The full report documents detailed information of the  social, economic and cultural 

environment for the upcoming planning effort. The report includes community 

descriptions and geography, trends, citizen issues, and communication strategies for 

engaging citizens collaboratively.  

 

Setting the Stage For Succes sful Collaborative Planning  

 

We understand that the planning effort will not officially begin for another 18 to 24 

months. This situation presents an opportunity. Using this lead -time and the information 

documented in the Community Reports, Baker Resource Area officials can set the stage 

for a successful collaborative planning effort. Key contacts for each community are 

people who are actively involved in their community, who understand current issues, and 

who want to work collaboratively with BLM. The report contains a “Resolve As You Go 

Candidates For Early Response” segment for each community. These are issues that are 

currently important to local citizens. By addressing those issues now, BLM can build 

trust and capacity with local partners needed to address more complex planning issues 

later. 

 

We recommend in the intervening time before planning officially begins that BLM use 

detailed findings in the full report for a particular community to:  

 

 Develop or renew relationships with key contacts in each commu nity, identified 

in the Communication Strategies section of the report. Many of the key contact 

individuals expressed a strong interest in helping build closer relationships 

between BLM officials and local citizens.  

 Work with local citizens and officials t o address the “Resolve As You Go 

Candidates For Early Response” in each community. Some of the “Candidates” 

are easily resolved with an informational phone call or visit. Others are more 

complex and will take longer.  

 Consider its capacity and commitment t o develop planning elements that are 

community -based, knowing that the front-end effort is more intensive and that the 

potential pay-offs are much greater as well. The report lists the planning elements 
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in each geographic area that JKA considers to be candidates for community-based 

efforts. 

 

Summary of Human Geographic Areas  

 

The report is organized by Human Geographic Units. A brief summary of key interests 

expressed by citizens in each geographic unit follows.  

 

The Baker Human Resource Unit (HRU) 

 

BLM is generally well thought of by the publics it traditionally works with —ranchers, 

miners, and timber people, although many of these publics want closer ties and more 

active involvement with BLM. Citizens living in more urban areas have less awareness of 

BLM lands and activities than do rural citizens. Small towns in rural areas of the HRU 

are struggling to survive after losing traditional economies, while Baker City is somewhat 

more resilient. Newcomers bring improved tax base, but few school aged children. 

Citizen issues relate to grazing, weeds, fire management, mining, recreation, four -

wheeler use, access, and coordination.  

 

The Umatilla HRU 

 

The “West County” area including Hermiston and the town of Umatilla are experiencing 

faster growth than the rest of the HRU. Citizens and local officials are interested in 

addressing land tenure, OHV, recreation, and property management issues on BLM lands 

in the area. The isolated BLM parcels in this region are highly affected by vandalism and 

other problems, they are affected by planning undertaken by other levels of government, 

and very possibly, they have important contributions to make to the growth and quality of 

life in the area. 

 

The South Fork of the Walla Walla River is an important area for recreationists from 

southeast Washington and Northeast Oregon and valuable fisheries habitat. Citizens, 

agency representatives, and tribal officials are eager to resolve a long-standing access 

issue to private residences in the canyon.  

 

The Confederated Tribes of The Umatill a Indian Reservation (CTUIR) 

 

The CTUIR is very interested in being actively involved with BLM in managing public 

lands and developing a Resource Management Plan that protects tribal interests. Of 

special importance is protecting their interests in traditi onal hunting, fishing, gathering 

and other activities, having timely and effective consultations on proposed BLM projects, 

and protection of the fisheries in the South Fork of the Walla Walla River. CTUIR wants 

early consultations with BLM on the RMP plann ing area and schedule.  
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The La Grande HRU 

 

The La Grande HRU contains 6000 acres of BLM-managed lands, mostly in scattered 

parcels. Citizen and officials are interested in land tenure issues, fire management, timber 

management, tourism and recreation pl anning, and restoration. They believe the current 

strategy of BLM to manage its modest timberlands through coordination with other 

agencies with more capacity in the area is a sound one.  

 

The Wallowa HRU 

 

Citizens in the Wallowa HRU have established a stro ng tradition of collaborative action 

between citizens, local government, tribes, natural resource agencies, and special interest 

groups. They actively address issues important to their economic, social, and 

environmental well -being. They want to continue that tradition with the BLM planning 

effort. Citizens want active engagement of BLM on Grande Ronde and Minam River 

planning and management issues, continued active involvement on weed issues, more 

visible presence in the area by BLM employees, and updated maps showing BLM lands. 

They believe the BLM plan should address community development of areas affected by 

river recreation, particularly the Troy area. 

 

The Asotin HRU 

 

Citizens and officials are interested in addressing issues about Grande Ronde River 

recreation management and access, noxious weeds, restoration, land purchases, and 

updated maps. They believe that the BLM lands and the Grande Ronde River are 

important components of a viable outdoor recreation economy for Asotin County. 

Additional property acquisition by BLM along the Grande Ronde is valued as long as the 

impacts created by additional recreational activity are well managed.  

 

The Nez Perce Tribe at Lapwai 

 

The Tribe wants early discussions to develop a schedule of involvement for the RMP 

planning process. They are eager to be involved in order to protect tribal interests within 

the planning area. Their interests include traditional use and travel areas for hunting, 

fishing, gathering and ceremonial uses. They have special interest in explori ng 

management agreements with BLM regarding the Precious Lands.  
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C

HAPTER 

O

NE

: 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Background 

 

The Baker Resource Area Office of the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), part of the 

Vale District of the BLM, will be responsible for revisin g its land use plan in the next 

couple of years. Known as the Resource Management Plan (RMP), the new revised land 

use plan will guide the management practices of the Baker Resource Area Office until a 

new plan is completed, typically every 20 years or so.  Among the requirements of the 

plan is the gathering and analysis of social and economic information regarding 

communities in which public land management is important. This information is to be 

integrated with biophysical data in understanding the current  situation in an area. It is 

then incorporated into the formation of alternatives, and included in the analysis of the 

alternatives for any future course of action.  

 

James Kent Associates (JKA) has specialized in community -based approaches to public 

land use management and planning for over three decades. JKA uses a social ecology 

approach that accesses the informal levels of community in order to identify local 

concerns related to public land management, social and economic trends affected by land 

use decisions, and opportunities for further communication and dialogue between 

community residents and BLM. More information about JKA is available at 

www.naturalborders.com.  

 

Objectives 

 

The objectives for JKA related to work in northeast Oregon were three: 

 

1. Identify the range of citizen issues and opportunities related to land use planning 

in the Bureau of Land Management’s Baker Resource Area Office area, located in 

Baker City, Oregon.  

 

2. On the basis of community  fieldwork, develop communication strategies for each 

geographic area by which BLM can sustain citizen dialogue throughout the 

planning process to ensure broad -based participation and ownership of the 

planning outcomes.  

 

3. Develop capacity to use the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) as a 

collaborative tool for building a constituency and a base of support by offering 

management guidance and staff training for resolving emerging issues as the 

planning process evolves. A commitment to “Resolve as you go ” is the single best 

way to sustain citizen interest through the planning process.  
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The Scope of Work related to these objectives included:  

 

1. Community fieldwork (The Discovery Process™)

1

 in the Oregon Counties of 

Baker, Umatilla, Union, and Wallowa, with additional fieldwork in Asotin 

County, in southeast Washington State, and with the Nez Perce in Lapwai, Idaho. 

The Discovery Process is a way to describe communities, including tribal 

communities, from social, cultural and economic perspectives as they relate to 

land use planning, particularly the social and economic trends identified by 

residents. 

 

2. Identification of the range of citizen issues and opportunities residents identify 

related to public land use planning.  

 

3. Human geographic mapping at three scales in order to develop culturally 

appropriate management approaches and to recommend communication strategies 

that effectively target agency resources for community dialogue and public 

participation activities.  

 

4. Involve appropriate staff in key network contact regarding citizen issues that can 

be resolved outside the planning process. These are identified as candidates for 

early resolution, or “Resolve as you go.” Although not technically required by 

law, this step is designed to create early success and to build a base of support for 

the planning process. For those citizen issues more directly related to planning, 

staff/citizen contact begins di alogue and an understanding of “civic protocol” —

how people want to be communicated with and the opportunities for broader 

dialogue with more diverse voices as the process develops.  

 

5. Develop communication strategies in each geographic area that will allow B LM 

to sustain formal and informal citizen contact throughout the planning process.  

 

It is important to note that the level of effort varied from county to county, based on 

BLM direction relative to the amount and importance of BLM lands involved. Table On e 

below shows the amount of land managed by BLM in each of the counties in the target 

area. Generally speaking, the level of effort in community fieldwork was commensurate 

with the amount of BLM land in each county.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   

1

 Preister, Kevin and James A. Kent, “Using Social Ecology to Meet the Productive Harmony Intent of the 

National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA),” Hastings West-Northwest Journal of Environmental Law and 

Policy, Volume 7, Issue 3, Spring, Berkeley, CA.: Hastings College of the Law, 2001. 
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Table One: 

Acres Managed by BLM in Selected Counties  

County Acres 

Baker County, Oregon 358,000 

Umatilla County, Oregon 23,000 

Union County, Oregon 6,000 

Wallowa County, Oregon 14,000 

Asotin County, Washington  8,000 

         (Source: BLM, Baker Resource Area) 

 

Methods 

 

The Discovery Process™ used by JKA is a means of “entering the routines” of a 

community to understand the daily flow of events, to meet people in their normal and 

comfortable settings, and to learn from residents what is important to them in terms of 

caretaking, survival and cultural values.

 

 

 

A “snowball” method was used whereby people talked with were asked of others with 

whom we could talk. Our conversations always included the question, “Who else should I 

talk with about this?” We also frequented the gathering place s of a community such as 

cafes, laundromats, hardware stores, and post offices—anywhere where people paused to 

share information and chat with others. Some conversations were short at grocery stores, 

gas stations, and cafes. As we networked into a community, we made a special point of 

contacting people whose names were frequently mentioned. We had lengthy 

conversations with a large number of people who are well regarded in their community. 

In addition, we contacted numerous elected officials, agency staff, and organizational 

representatives. Our effort was oriented to hearing the widest range of interests possible 

in the widest geographic range.  

 

The JKA team asked residents how public lands were important to them, how they used 

public lands, what has worked well and not worked well about public land management, 

and ideas they had for making public land management better. Their comments make up 

the basis of this report. We use quotes extensively so that people can speak for 

themselves.   

 

In addition to local knowledge of public land management, the JKA team also was 

interested in how residents viewed their community, key values, and social and economic 

trends. Our community assessment methodology was employed to a limited extent to 

understand current communi ty functioning. Appendix B describes this methodology more 

completely, or the reader may refer to a website location for a fuller description of the 

seven Cultural Descriptors used for community assessment:  

 

1. Publics  

2. Networks 

3. Settlement Patterns 

4. Work Routines 
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5. Support Services 

6. Recreation Activities  

7. Geographic Boundaries

2

 

 

 

Organization of the Report 

 

The next chapter of this report summarizes the Human Geography of northeast Oregon, 

and key findings from the community research. The subsequent chapters deal wi th each 

of the major human geographic units involving the counties of Baker, Umatilla, Union, 

Wallowa, and Asotin, along the following dimensions:  

 

1. Social Conditions and Trends  

2. Community Themes and Issues  

3. Natural Resource Themes and Issues 

4. Resolve as you Go Candidates for Early Response 

5. Possible Community -Based Planning Elements    

6. Communication Strategy  

 

In addition, two chapters contain a description of tribal interests and communication 

protocols, Chapter Five for the Umatilla and Chapter Nine for the Nez Perce. 

 

Acronyms Used 

 

ATV   All Terrain Vehicle  

BLM   The Bureau of Land Management, Department of the Interior 

BPA   Bonneville Power Authority  

DLCD Department of Land Conservation and Development, State of 

Oregon 

DOI   Department of the Interior 

EIS   Environmental Impact Statement 

FLPMA  Federal Land Policy and Management Act  

FSA   Farm Services Agency   

GIS   Geographic Information System 

JKA   James Kent Associates  

LWCF   Land and Water Conservation Fund  

NEPA   National Environmental Policy Act  

OHV   Off Highway Vehicle  

R&PP   Recreation and Public Purpose Lease (BLM)  

RMP   Resource Management Plan  

SWCD   Soil and Water Conservation District 

                                                   

2

 A methodological article for community description using seven Cultural Descriptors is contained in 

Kent, James A. and Kevin Preister,  “Methods for the Development of Human Geographic Boundaries and 

Their Uses”, in partial completion of Cooperative Agreement No. 1422-P850-A8-0015 between James Kent 

Associates and the U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Task Order No. 001. 

Available at:  http://www.naturalborders.com/Docs/JKent_MethodsfortheDevelopment.pdf. 
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UGB   Urban Growth Boundary 

USFWS  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. Department of Interior 

WSA   Wilderness Study Area 
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C

HAPTER 

T

WO

: 

THE HUMAN GEOGRAPHY OF NORTHEAST OREGON, AND 

K

EY 

F

INDINGS 

 

 

This chapter provides an orientation to the human geography of northeast Oregon, 

southeast Washington State, and western Idaho in terms of the lifestyle routines and 

social/cultural practices of residents who live there. A geographic orientation provides a 

framework with which to understand human society in this region and for displaying the 

information in the report. The chapter also summarizes the key findings th at are further 

elucidated in the chapters that follow.  

 

The Human Geography of Northeast Oregon 

 

The Concept of Human Geography  

 

The concept of human geography is that people everywhere develop an attachment to a 

geographic place, characterized by a set of natural boundaries created by physical, 

biological, social, cultural and economic systems.  Unique beliefs, traditions, and stories 

tie people to a specific place, to the land, and to social/kinship networks, the reflection 

and function of which is calle d culture. 

 

Human geographic units seldom correspond to geo -political boundaries. Instead, the 

focus is on how people actually interact with their landscape, the territory that they 

associate with “home” or their “turf” beyond which is some other community , and their 

mental map for that territory. 

 

Human geographic maps represent the culture of a geographic area, especially the 

informal systems through which people adapt to changes in their environment, take care 

of each other, and sustain their values and lifestyles. The maps represent the boundaries 

within which people mobilize to meet life’s challenges. Hence, their experiences are used 

through their participation as place-based knowledge to create ownership in issue 

resolution, project planning and imple mentation, public participation, and public policy 

development.  

 

Three Scales of Human Geography in Northeast Oregon  

 

This report shows three scales of human geography. The Social Resource Unit (SRU), the 

largest scale, displays regional affiliation, the H uman Resource Unit (HRU) shows the 

functioning social and economic unit, and the Community Resource Unit (CRU), the 

smallest scale, depicts the “zone of influence” of individual communities, characterized 

by face-to-face relations and informal caretaking systems. The reader is referred to the 

JKA website, www.naturalborders.com, for a rationale and methodology for human 

geographic mapping, as well as information on the other scales of geography from 

neighborhood to global. 
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Figure One on the next page shows the human geographic units of northeast Oregon. The 

Social Resource Units (SRUs) are shown in red, which reflect the regional territorial 

affiliation that people report in referencing their attachment to the land.  

 

SRUs are characterized by a sense of belonging. These are rather large areas and one’s 

perception as to the Unit's boundary is that when you cross the SRU boundary you are in 

an entirely different culture. There is a general feeling of “oneness” as  being a part of this 

regional Unit.  There is a general understanding and agreement on beliefs, traditions, 

stories and the attributes of being a part of the Unit. 

 

Social Resource Units  are the aggregation of' HRUs on the basis of geographic features 

of the landscape, often a river basin, for example, or a geologic province, and they are the 

basis of shared history, lifestyle, livelihood, and outlook. At this scale, face -to-face 

knowledge is much reduced. Rather, social ties are created by action around i ssues that 

transcend the smaller HRUs and by invoking common values (“We always gotten by on 

our own in this country.”). 

 

The planning area for the Baker Resource Area includes the BLM lands in the Oregon 

Counties of Baker, Umatilla, Union, Wallowa, the Washington State County of Asotin, 

and the Umatilla and Nez Perce tribal areas. It can be seen from Figure One on the next 

page, that the Baker BLM office planning will affect three SRUs, namely:  

 

 Blue Mountains SRU (Baker, Union and Wallowa Counties)  

Columbia SRU (Umatilla County) 

Clearwater SRU (Asotin County, Washington) 

 

What this means is that, in listening to people’s stories about their communities and 

lifestyle routines, there are regional differences, reflected by the SRUs, which will 

influence BLM planning. Residents of Baker, Union and Wallowa Counties have a 

regional affinity by virtue of being part of the Blue Mountains. Named for the blue sheen 

of the mountains when seen from a distance, the Blue Mountains were a daunting barrier 

for pioneer emigrants as they prepared for their last push into the Willamette Valley. 

White settlement of this area, in fact, happened back from the Willamette Valley into the 

Powder River Basin and surrounding areas, after the Willamette Valley became more 

saturated and settlers realized the quality of the Blue Mountains area. As this report 

shows, common values and outlooks have resulted from this regional affinity, as reflected 

in the community themes described further below:  

 

“We know how to create success.” 

“We take care of each other.” 

“We’ve always learned not to give up without a fight.” And, 

“No one looks down on you here.” 
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Figure One: 

Columbia, Blue Mountains, and Clearwater: Three Social Resource Units With Community Interests in the Baker BLM Planning Effort  
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People in the Blue Mountains SRU are extremely outdoor oriented in work and play, 

linked to the core with grazing agriculture and timber management. They have created 

communities which are relatively safe and family -oriented, and which comfortably 

absorb newcomers who make an effort to fit in. Residents pride themselves on self -

sufficiency and interdependence and want government influence to be practical, effective, 

and minimal.  

 

By contrast, people in the Columbia SRU, by virtue of being part of the Columbia River 

Plateau, are much more oriented to farming than to grazing and timber. To get to these 

areas from the south is to rise in elevation, to leave the trees, and to enter a windy and 

open land. People here are also outdoor oriented but it is much l ess dominant. The 

presence of the freeway and proximity to urban areas create a more urban oriented area in 

terms of livelihood and recreation. The Columbia River dominates recreation interests, 

while the agricultural focus is on farming. People here tend to relate more the Tri-Cities 

area than to La Grande or Baker City. 

 

Asotin County residents, as part of the third SRU, the Clearwater, are oriented to the 

Snake and Clearwater Rivers and those accompanying watersheds, reflecting the 

settlement patterns that date back a hundred fifty years and more. The Lewiston-

Clarkston metro area is the urban center of an area devoted to agriculture and river 

recreation. 

 

Embedded within SRUs are Human Resource Units (HRUs), shown in Figure One in 

pink. HRUs are the functioning social and economic units within which most day -to-day 

and week-to-week activities take place. People's daily activities occur primarily within 

their HRU including work, school, shopping, social activities and recreation. Health, 

education, welfare and other public service activities are highly organized at this level 

with a town or community almost always as its focal point. 

 

As Figure One shows, the Blue Mountains SRU contains the four smaller HRUs of Grant, 

Baker, La Grande and Wallowa, with a focus here on the Baker, La Grande and Wallowa. 

The Columbia SRU contains the Umatilla HRU, of interest because of the BLM lands 

near Hermiston and in Juniper Canyon, and the Walla Walla HRU, which contains BLM 

lands along the South Fork of the Walla Walla River. In the Clearwater SRU, the Lower 

Clearwater HRU contains Asotin County, of interest because of the BLM lands along the 

Grande Ronde River. 

 

Human Resource Units (HRUs) are characterized by frequent and customary interaction.  

People's daily and weekl y activities occur primarily within their HRU including work, 

school, shopping, social activities and recreation.  Health, education, welfare and other 

public service activities are highly organized at this level with a town or community 

almost always as its focal point. 

 

This territorial level is characterized by: a sense of place; a sense of identity with the land 

and the people; a sense of a common understanding of how the resources of their Unit 
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should be managed; and a common understanding of how thing s are normally done. The 

regularity of interaction within an HRU reinforces recognition and identification by the 

residents of natural and man-made features as “home.”  Because of this familiarity, 

boundaries between Human Resource Units are clearly define d in the minds of those 

living within them.   

 

The HRUs contain the third level of human geography, the Community Resource Units 

(CRUs). CRUs are not shown in Figure One but in the individual chapters. CRUs show 

the “catchment” area of a community, or its zone of influence, beyond which people 

relate to another community. Where does Enterprise end, for example, and Joseph begin? 

Geographic features and settlement patterns often determine these boundaries. In rural 

areas, it captures the perception of local residents that certain areas outside of town are 

part of the town. In urban areas, it reflects the perception that there are sections of the city 

with unique identities and patterns that can be distinguished from each other. It is within 

the CRUs that face-to-face recognition and informal caretaking systems are at their 

strongest, creating a sense of community and a history of supporting relationships  

 

 

Planning and Management Implications of Human Geography  

 

Given the differences in these areas produced by  the physical, biological, social, cultural 

and economic systems, it can be expected that public land management will be, and  

should be, different as well. Not only are the ecological attributes of BLM land variable, 

but the social, economic and cultural attributes in these areas are variable as well. The 

understanding and integration of both natural and human elements should produce a plan 

that is sensitive to the differences, responsive to the survival issues of the area’s residents, 

and sustainable in t he long term. 

 

A look at the human geography provides a first broad brush understanding of 

management differences. Residents in Baker are very oriented to grazing because of the 

presence of low elevation BLM lands, while Union and Wallowa are oriented to f orest 

management and river recreation. Umatilla residents are interested in BLM land in 

relation to urban growth issues, while Wallowa, Union and Asotin share a passion for 

noxious weed abatement. Unifying issues across the five county area include 

communi cation, access, recreation, economic development, and land disposal.  

 

In addition, human geographic maps indicate strategies for effective citizen involvement. 

Generally speaking, meetings at the CRU level are more effective in creating broader 

participation, while often in the latter phase of a pubic involvement program, meetings at 

the HRU level are sufficient. A focus at the SRU level is more effective for dealing with 

issues that are widespread throughout the region, such as access. The general progress ion 

is to start broadly, build relationships, and then rely on fewer, more central locations.  
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Key Findings 

 

Social Findings 

 

1. The population dynamics in the region are flat, showing very little population growth. 

The exception is the “West County” ar ea of Umatilla, which is steadily urbanizing.  

 

2. The most rural areas in an already rural area are experiencing a declining population, 

declining school population, and key survival issues for the future. While this project did 

not allow for a regional or comparative analysis, Table Two below is instructive in 

making the point. The table shows school enrollment trends in the four county region in 

northeast Oregon. As many local people already know, the statistics show significantly 

declining enrollments in  the very rural areas of the region. With the exception of some of 

the urbanizing areas of Umatilla County, enrollments have declined significantly 

throughout the region. The trend is most significant in the school districts of Baker 

County (Burnt River, Huntington, Pine Eagle), Umatilla County (Ukiah), Union County 

(Elgin), and Wallowa County (Enterprise, Joseph, Troy, and Wallowa). 

 

 

Table Two: 

 School Enrollment Trends for Selected Northeast Oregon Counties, 1980 -2005 

October 1 Enrollment for Oregon School Districts*

County District 1980-81 1985-86 1990-91 1995-96 2000-01 2005-06

BAKER

Baker 5J 2,405 2,164 2,242 2,465 2,343

2,010

BAKER

Burnt River 30J 138 80 88 103 79

76

BAKER

Huntington 16J 158 155 135 133 92

86

BAKER Pine-Eagle 61 416 371 358 368 312 184

UMATILLA

Athena-Weston 29J 568 580 598 642 625

613

UMATILLA

Echo 5 203 185 175 203 221

267

UMATILLA

Helix 1 112 111 96 149 154

174

UMATILLA

Hermiston 8 3,178 3,644 3,661 3,730 4,096

4,641

UMATILLA

Milton-Freewater 7 1,643 1,695 1,737 1,895 1,939

2,009

UMATILLA

Pendleton 16 3,552 3,335 3,401 3,659 3,629

3,434

UMATILLA

Pilot Rock 2 555 486 525 481 473

415

UMATILLA Stanfield 61 513 546 586 625 481 556

UMATILLA

Ukiah 80 82 81 62 55 58

44

UMATILLA

Umatilla 6 982 973 977 1,007 1,202

1,266

UNION

Cove 15 274 212 268 237 218

254

UNION

Elgin 23 634 544 527 524 438

424

UNION

Imbler 11 367 354 353 391 310

307

UNION

La Grande 1 2,921 2,806 2,984 2,775 2,472

2,189

UNION

North Powder 8J 177 125 220 252 268

211

UNION Union 5 510 472 492 530 471 458

WALLOWA

Enterprise 21 594 504 570 651 526

371

WALLOWA

Joseph 6 375 384 443 468 324

267

WALLOWA

Troy 54 15 5 4 8 5

6

WALLOWA

Wallowa 12 385 325 360 391 343

263

* Adjusted for past district consolidations.  Does not include students enrolled in schools run

Source:  Oregon Department of Education, Policy Research and Analysis Office

by Education Districts or the State of Oregon
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3. These areas were born and survived in a culture of self -sufficiency and 

interdependence, which fosters its continued resilience.  

 

4. The population continues to be outdoor oriented in work and play which remains a key 

value in local communities and an amenity which attracts newcomers.  

 

5. A steady, though not overwhelming, influx of newcomers are typically urbanites, older 

or retired, wealthier, and environmentally oriented. While some residents complain that 

newcomers do not get involved, there is much anecdotal evidence that they do b ecome 

part of the community and that cultural absorption is successful.  

 

6. Settlement patterns are changing as wealthier people are buying up ranches and larger 

landholdings. Many people see this as a positive development because the newcomers 

have the financial resources to invest in the land and, moreover, these people tend to 

spend and hire locally. However, observers still note the change in culture that this 

change represents and see that the ranching base of the Old West is disappearing.  

 

Economic 

 

1. The economies of the region show a modest but consistent decline in the traditional 

economic sectors of agriculture and timber.  

 

2. The trades and services sectors, consistent with a recreation, visitor, and retirement 

focus, show growth in jobs and income generated. However, such growth has been 

uneven and sometimes has been associated with a decline of per capita income and real 

earning power. Nevertheless, the trades and services sectors have been the means of 

survival in the region, with leadership an d organizations displaying more focused and 

effective direction in supporting these sectors.  
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C

HAPTER 

T

HREE

: 

THE BAKER HUMAN RESOURCE UNIT 

 

 

Baker County Summary 

 

Figure Two shows the Baker Human Resource Unit, which contains the Community 

Resource Units (CRUs) of Baker City, Hells Canyon, Huntington, Unity, North 

Powder/Haines, and Sumpter. In this chapter, all the CRUs, with the exception of 

Sumpter, which has little BLM land, are described along the following dimensions:  

 

1. Community Conditions an d Trends 

2. Community Themes and Issues  

3. Natural Resource Themes and Issues 

4. Resolve as you Go Candidates for Early Response 

5. Possible Community -Based Planning Elements    

6. Communication Strategy  

 

The Baker HRU is affiliated regionally with the Blue Mountains So cial Resource Unit 

(Figure One, Chapter Two) which contains the other HRUs of Grant, La Grande and 

Wallowa. The Baker HRU boundary on the north corresponds generally to the county 

line, although the North Powder area is included because those residents aff iliate with 

Baker City. The western boundary includes the Elkhorn Mountains and the Sumpter area, 

the southern line south of Unity and Huntington distinguishes the Baker area from the 

Owyhee SRU and the eastern line is the Hells Canyon, which is also the s tate line with 

Idaho. 

 

Table Three below shows the population trends for Baker County and its communities. It 

shows that the very rural areas of the County are indeed losing population, or barely 

sustaining their population, to which many people interviewe d for this report attested. 

The Table further shows that population growth in the County as a whole, and in Baker 

City, has held steady with very little increase.  

 

 

Table Three: 

Population Trends for Baker County and Towns 

Location 1990 2000 2005 % Annual  Change 

Baker County 15,317 16,741 16,287 0.422 

Baker City 9,140 9,860 9,703 0.41 

Halfway 311 337 319 0.17 

Richland  161 147 138 -0.1 

Huntington 522 515 481 -0.5 

Unity 87 131 124 2.8 

(Source: U.S. Census) 
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Figure Two: The Baker Human Resource Unit (shown in pink) with Its Community Resource Units (shown in black)  
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These key findings that relate to Baker County as a whole are highlighted with more 

details in the pages that follow: 

 

1. BLM gets good citizen reviews with its traditional publics (ranche rs, miners, 

recreationists) for management practices, although there are many specific issues 

that people would like to see addressed. Positive relations are evident in the 

development of the Interpretive Center, the fire plan, Bishop Springs, as well as i n 

the personal relationships between individual staff members and members of the 

public.  

 

2. Awareness of BLM lands and activities is very low, particularly in the urban areas 

of the County. It is fair to say that most people talked with by the JKA team do 

not feel connected with BLM, although numerous individuals expressed interest 

in closer ties, outlining many opportunities (for example, the Partners’ Breakfast) 

for BLM to establish closer relations in the community.  

 

3. When most people talked about public la nds, they referred to Forest Service and 

BLM interchangeably. When pressed to clarify to which agency they were 

referring, people inevitably said “Forest Service” with a negative connotation, 

with BLM comparing much more favorably.  

 

4. Many of the issues people related, particularly the most heated issues, are what 

JKA calls “embedded” issues, those historical issues that were not resolved and 

still raise the emotional tone in dealing with current issues. Examples are: the 

removal of old mining equipment on Ba lm Creek; the closure of certain off-

highway trails in the Elkhorn Mountains; and development at Swedes Landing, all 

creating issues at least ten years old but still referred to when residents talked 

about current issues. This finding implies a disconnecti on between BLM and 

community members regarding current issues. In these stories, there was as much 

concern on how BLM (or others) took the action as the action itself.  

“Government workers are a strange breed. If we see something that needs done, 

we just do it,” one person said, implying that it is difficult for government to get 

things done. “Precipitous,” “unannounced,” and “surprised” were some of the 

language used. 

 

5. Residents in Unity, Huntington and Richland say that their towns are “dying,” 

which they  attribute to declines in the traditional employment in agriculture, 

timber, and mining. While tourism and recreation are generating significant 

economic revenues, their dynamics do not appear to lend themselves to healthy 

rural economies. For example, the  recreation economy attracts newcomers to the 

area, but they tend to be older people without children, improving the tax base and 

the construction sector somewhat, but not generating significant employment. 

Visitors may come to their area but are often day visitors only or they bring their 

supplies with them. In addition, much of the decline can be attributed to extreme 
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isolation, as in Unity, or a reliance on water-based recreation, as in Richland and 

Huntington, subject to water draw downs that give priority to electrical generation 

and flood control, and not to stable tourism seasons. School enrollments are 

universally reported to in significant decline in these areas, and residents say 

when the school goes, “the community goes.”  

 

Efforts to support these areas through public land management practices are 

especially appropriate.  

 

6. Baker City has high resilience and high absorption capacity for change, which can 

be supported in a number of ways through public land management practices.  

 

7. The social environmen t is changing. Different kinds of people, with newcomers 

from Bend, Seattle, Boise and other urban areas, purported to be bringing an 

environmental ethic and recreation interests, will continue to change the nature of 

natural resource management. That BLM lands are closer to the population 

centers will only make these shifts more pronounced. It is likely that these shifts 

will require more outdoor education, emphasis on recreation, and community -

based approaches in the future. The trend will also favor serv ice-based 

management, not project-based management, and foster relationship building and 

facilitation skills among staff.  

 

8. There are ample opportunities to broaden influence and leverage project success. 

Recreation and tourism development can be furthered by supporting and 

facilitating current efforts to coordinate the marketing of the many visitor 

attractions, both locally and regionally, and by re -development of local capacity 

to participate in the Interpretive Center. 

 

 

The Baker City Area 

 

SOCIAL CONDITIONS AND TRENDS 

 

Baker County had 16,500 residents in 2003, about 10,000 of whom live in Baker City. 

The County grew by 1,659 between 1970 and 2000, a growth rate of 1.1% a year 

(Sonoran Institute, citing 2000 census data, 2006). The population has been st able for 100 

years, residents say. The town was settled mostly through mining, agriculture and timber. 

A lot of the buildings are from late 1800s and early 1900s, and they have become a 

valued and prided asset in the community.  

 

The population in Baker County is aging, with older residents making a larger share of 

the total population. Children under age 15 are making up less of the population, as are 

the people aged 25-34. Residents pointed with regret to school closures that reflect this 

changing demography. While retirement age category has been stable, the “young 

retireds” category (age 45-64) has been gaining as a share of the population.  
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Residents reported that about half the land in the County is privately owned, while the 

Forest Service owns about 33% and BLM owns about 19% (358,000 acres). 

 

The local economy is made up of agriculture, forest products, manufacturing and 

recreation. Census data reveal the shifts in the economic base of Baker County during the 

last 30 years. Farm employment dropped from 19% to 12% of total employment between 

1970 and 2000, while health, legal and business services increased from 15% to 24% of 

total employment, and finance, insurance, and real estate climbed to 7% from 4% during 

this period. Government and manufacturing  employment slipped by 2%. In 1970, 73% of 

gross farm income was from livestock, while 15% was from crops. By 2000, 51% of 

gross income was from livestock, and 28% from crops. Total farm and ranch income 

dropped from $27.5 million in 1970 to -$8.5 million in 2000 (Sonoran Institute, citing 

2000 census data). 

 

The Ellingson Mill closed in 1993, which was a significant loss to the community. 

Currently, there is a single mill, a “secondary producer” that takes scab products, resizes 

them and ships them.  There  is a modest manufacturing segment in the local economy.  

 

“In 1992, the town had a heart attack when the mills stopped turning its saws. 

About 1600 people worked in the mills. They all had families, and they all left.”  

 

“In 1983, there were 34 dairies in the county and now I’m the only one left.” 

 

“The ranches here are generational.”  

 

“I used to build sawmills. We knew we had to shift to another business if we 

wanted to stay here, so we did.” 

 

In recent decades, recreation and tourism have come to play an increasingly important 

role in the local economy. Some of the recreation resources in Baker County include the 

Oregon Trail Interpretive Center and Old Oregon Trail, Sumpter Gold Dredge Park and 

ghost towns, Sumpter Valley Railroad, Baker City Restored Historic District (including 

Geiser Grand Hotel), Anthony Lakes Ski Resort and summer picnic areas, camping and 

hiking trails, Eagle Cap Wilderness area, Brownlee, Oxbow and Hells Canyon Reservoirs 

and Hells Canyon (http://bluebook.state.or).  

 

“Over half of the people living in Baker City are self -employed, scratching a 

living so they can stay here.  School enrollment is down.”  

 

Census data indicate that 52% of new jobs between 1970 and 2000 was in proprietors, 

and further, that most new businesses are small businesses. The largest growth has been 

in firms of 1-4 employees, with 76 new businesses between 1990 and 2000. Non -Labor 

Income grew substantially between 1970 and 2000, reflecting the growth of dividends, 

interest and rent, (what is usually referred to as money earned from investments), as well 



 20 

as transfer payments (payments from governments to individuals, age -related, including 

Medicare, disability insurance payments, and retirements) in the local economy (Sonor an 

Institute, citing 2000 census data). 

 

Residents believe that the Baker City area has a high degree of women -owned businesses. 

While some thought this was window dressing to get tax breaks by being a woman -

owned company, stories from several well -placed business people in the community 

emphasize that this can only be a partial answer. Women business owners stated that they 

wanted control of their own destiny and believed that self -employment was the means to 

achieve that. They were willing to take the risks of business ventures in return for the 

independence and the value of living in a healthy community. Moreover, the economic 

activities of the men have traditionally been agriculture, mining and timber. As those 

sectors have declined, men have shifted to more regional work—they are often gone from 

the area to earn their income. Some ex-loggers, for example, now do long-haul trucking. 

 

“We stay home and run the business and the town, while the men go out of town 

to work for others.”  

 

The settlement patterns in this area in the early years witnessed the proliferations of small 

towns, each with schools, commercial activity, and a local economic base, linked to at 

least partial self-sufficiency. The modern era has brought better transportation, more 

commuting,  and a shifting economic base, which has resulted in some towns becoming 

ghost towns and some current towns struggling to stay alive. A gradual de-population of 

the countryside has been the trend.  

 

“I learned to walk up in the mountains, following my dad a round when he herded 

sheep.” 

 

“They tell me that all sheep ranching is gone, there is only one band left, the 

Jacobs own that, but there used to be 30 bands in this area.” 

 

The physical setting of Baker City reveals that downtown still has major business 

facilities down town.  The Ford Dealership, Chevrolet Dealership, Sears, Ace Hardware 

are still in the core.  There are many small, non -chain stores throughout the community. 

A waitress, when asked why there are no Big Box stores in Baker City, responded: “We 

don’t want any,” and “Anyways, there are some 35 miles away.”   

 

“We like shopping trips to Boise. We make a day of it. It makes me glad there are 

no box stores.” 

 

“I’m really grateful that there is no Wal Mart here, and I hope there never is one. 

People come here for the pace of life and the beauty of the outdoors.” 

 

“It’s the kind of town you can still bundle your kids up at Christmas time and 

spend the day downtown hanging out. It’s not like downtown La Grande, where a 
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Wal Mart has forced small retailers to leave and now downtown is more a 

professional center than a family down town area.” 

 

“Wal Mart came in and wanted to set up a store, but the historical society and city 

council said ‘No.’”  

 

“That is why I live here” is a major theme.  There seems to  be a settlement pattern of 

people “coming home.”  Some leave when they are young and return some 15 or 20 years 

later.  This gives the town an intergenerational renewal that continues. People who grew 

up in this ecological area and understand its resource s, bring new experiences developed 

elsewhere back to apply to an area they already appreciate.  This understanding of the 

rivers, valleys, mountains, towns, and their neighbors is widespread and it is important to 

recognize this knowledge base in resource planning.  It is an enormous energy source for 

federal agency planning.  

 

Observations around town reveal a mix of housing types —mobile, modular, and 

conventional. The hillsides and a couple neighborhood areas have newer, larger and more 

expensive homes (Hi ghland Park by the golf course, out in the foothills, and by the 

freeway), but most are very modest in size and variable in value. The mix of houses 

indicates that the range between rich and poor is not extreme, and that the middle class is 

prolific and he althy. At the same time, many homes were observed that were abandoned 

or in need of significant rehabilitation. Some homes had plastic in their windows and 

unpainted outsides.  

 

Baker is made up of mostly one-story homes. Many are about 500-900 sq. ft. or so.  

Every now and then there is a two-story house. The homes are fairly tightly spaced. 

There are not many houses for sale, indicating a low turnover of residents.  Many homes 

have low, chain -link fences, except for one street that uses high wood posts.  Many of the 

homes have at least two vehicles, one of which is a truck or 4-wheel drive.   

 

There are many campers and trailers with pop-up tents.   There are street signs saying that 

trucks are allowed and may park. There are kid sized bicycles and swing se ts in the yards 

occasionally. Several homes have semi - truck cabs parked near them.   

 

South Baker is on the other side of the railroad tracks.  The railroad tracks are a physical 

barrier to the south side.  There is an underpass for walking from the south side to down 

town.  The physical characteristics of the neighborhood include houses with small front 

porches.  The lots have working machinery in them, for example, logging trucks and 

regular trucks. Also there are many adult toys such as snowmobiles, four-wheel 

recreation vehicles, and so on. The houses are small with larger ones interspersed.  There 

is evidence of young families as well as middle and older families.  There are mailboxes 

so these folks do not have to gather at the Post Office every day.  There are commercial 

operations surrounding this area as well as interspersed throughout the residential area.  

Also present are Head Start facilities, employment training facilities, and a closed 
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elementary school.  There is no elementary school serving t his area within their 

neighborhood boundaries.   

 

Many of the houses burn wood and have woodpiles and woodsplitters in their yards.  It is 

suspected that they get wood permits from the Forest Service for their wood cutting and 

gathering.  Some residents work together when they go for their wood gathering. This 

cooperation, if it is as pronounced as indicated, reveals a core value not only in the 

neighborhood but one that may permeate the larger area of Baker City.  If so this is a 

potential base for working with these families as to Forest Service and BLM plans.  

 

The type of trucks and equipment in the yards indicate that there are many family 

enterprises as indicated on the signs painted on the doors of the trucks.  If true there is 

potential for great involvement of involving these enterprisers with the Forest Service and 

BLM understanding one segment of their citizen base for involvement in planning 

activities.  The activities would have to form around these folks in their natural habitat 

and routines. 

 

Newcomers are a frequent topic of conversation in Baker City. Residents’ descriptions of 

newcomers showed a number of patterns. One, there appears to be a geographic pattern to 

it, with lots of people moving in from Bend, Boise, California. Two, there are many 

stories of re-settlement of people who left out of high school and have returned with their 

families. Three, newcomers without prior affiliation to the area are attracted not only by 

the physical beauty but by the friendliness and family -orientation of the towns. 

 

Early retirees from elsewhere are reportedly buying houses in Baker County. Prices for 

houses have started upward in the last year, residents said. Many are starting small 

businesses (for example, a cabinet maker in South Baker, a plastic playg round equipment 

manufacturer on 4

th

 St.).  

 

“We’re being discovered. Two guys from Bend bought the Carnegie building.”   

 

“Californians are really moving in.”  

 

“My husband and I are from Seattle and we’d ride through on motorcycle trips 

and fell in love wi th the area.” 

 

“People are flocking here from Boise, Bend, Portland because it’s still beautiful 

and affordable. Last summer, half the shops in town were empty, but a lot of 

young entrepreneurs are coming in and opening places up.”  

 

“We moved around for 20 years, then lived in Phoenix for 25 years, and we’ve 

just been back for a year or so.” 

 

 “_____ was born here, her grandparents are here and she moved back a while 

ago.” 
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“Californians come and go. We call it ‘the California winter kill’ because after 

about three years, they can’t take the winters.” 

 

“I moved here with my daughter about a year ago from the San Diego area. I liked 

the friendliness of Baker.” [Business owner]  

 

“I like this better than Las Vegas. I raised my kids here.” 

 

“I’d like to move back to Baker if I could find a job.” 

 

“I needed a change of pace.” [Newcomer] 

 

COMMUNITY THEMES AND ISSUES 

 

Themes for JKA are widely shared perceptions, values, and attitudes that shape people’s 

perception of their local environment. By contrast, issues are  statements people make that 

can be acted upon, indicating partnership opportunities in using public land management 

practices to resolve them. A focus on issues is the means by which citizen and agency 

interests can become aligned to foster “productive ha rmony” in the local environment, as 

called for by the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  This section focuses on 

community themes and issues while the following section describes themes and issues 

related to natural resource management. 

 

The themes  discovered in the Baker County area are numbered and described below.  

 

1. “We know how to create success.” 

 

“We have a history of coming together and working together here.”   

 

Baker County society creates cooperation and success among widely diverse sets  of 

interest. Two areas of concerted and visible success in recent years are the Oregon Trail 

Interpretive Center and the rehabilitation and showcasing of historical assets.  

 

The success of the Oregon Trail Interpretive Center is a wonderful tale of a citizen-led 

effort that brought local, state, and federal leadership along to create success. The success 

can be measured not only by bricks and mortar and increased local revenues, but by 

social capital created by diverse people working together to overcome obstacles. The 

Center helped Baker become one of the top tourism counties in the state. It is now a 

destination market for tourism, even though the number of visitors to the Center has not 

met earlier expectations. A later section describes citizen issues r elated to the Interpretive 

Center. 

 



 24 

The success of the Center propelled the rehabilitation of several downtown buildings 

from about 1992 to 2000. Residents created enormous success in the development of its 

historic heritage as an economic development asse t. 

 

“In 2000, Baker County was at the pinnacle of its success in terms of generating 

projects, bringing in resources, and community unity. In the last 5 years, things 

have regressed and people would rather fight than cooperate.” 

 

“When I grew up in the ‘60s and ‘70s, Baker was kind of run down. On an 

anniversary in Baker in around 1976, people began to realize this was a cool 

historic area.” 

 

2. “We take care of each other.” 

 

It is clear from the stories of residents that this is an area in which family lif e is valued, 

multi-generational activities are the norm, and there are ongoing patterns of caretaking 

and mutual support. A few examples of the way this theme is expressed are: 

 

 The number of public events that include food, all ages, and are well attended . 

The level of “civic engagement” appears high.  

 The number and wide variety of events at the Senior Center.  

 Support for youth as shown in the health and vigor of 4-H clubs. 

 There are three places in town at which a public piano is available.  

 The Adler Foundation commitment to college scholarships for youth and 

community development.  

 The support of Behlen Manufacturing for high school employment and 

college education.  

 

3. “No one looks down on you here.” 

 

“I could have gone on food stamps but I didn’t. People here just know that winter 

will be slow and make allowances for it.”  

 

The following statements summarize the community values and conditions expressed in 

Baker City: 

   

 There seems to be a high conscious level about the quality of life in Baker City.  

People talk about that quality of life and are assertive about talking about living 

here and its merits.  “That’s why I live here.” 



 There appears to be a high absorption level in the Baker City culture.  Evidence of 

this is the commercial and residential are as that exist in the same physical space, 

the friendliness of the shop owners and workers to talk to strangers. Absent from 

the talk is demonizing language about new people. Instead, it’s resettlement of 

families and individuals who used to live here. Inte rgenerational families and 

business owners are very pronounced.  
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 Women owned businesses and their business property create a predictability and 

permanence about the Baker City area that allows people to use the energy for 

creative integrative activities rather than worrying about outside intrusions 

destroying their town.   

 Women are natural collaborators since they function to take care of the education, 

health and social activities of families:  survival, cultural maintenance, and 

caretaking.  Two women run the Cornerstone-Carnegie development project.  

Women turn up in other rehabilitation of building endeavors.   



 There is a core value for historic preservation and education of others about that 

preservation.  There are historical icons all around the town;  some labeled as such 

and others represented in the rehabilitation of older buildings  

 There have been historical agreements that larger -outside owned stores should not 

be allowed in town.  Safeway and Albertson are two examples of the only large 

stores in town, approximately 60,000 sq. ft. These struggles over the scale of 

Baker City armored citizens with strategies to take charge of maintaining and 

enhancing their physical and social environments.  

 Baker is proliferated with local individuals and families o wning their own 

businesses.  That means that an ownership culture (great resilience and capacity to 

support community activities and absorb change) exists rather than a management 

structure where outsiders own the building and the means of commerce and hir e 

locals to manage “for” them.  This is an exportation of power and money that is 

crippling to the communities who fall prey to such outside forces.  In today’s 

local social and economic structure, it appears that the dollar and its multiplier are 

staying in Baker. 

 

Residents expressed the following issues related to current community life.  

 

“We thought we’d get more jobs from the prison.” 

 

“Meth is getting to be more of a problem here.” 

 

“I’m concerned about cutbacks of local Forest Service and BLM staff. Those are 

the better paying jobs, they usually have school -age kids and have money to 

spend on Main Street.” 

 

“How should interested parties envision a linkage between the chamber, the 

museum, the Hill [the Interpretive Center] and the scenic byway, in ord er to make 

sure the effort is integrated?” 

 

A number of people are looking into biomass and alternative energy development in the 

County, promoted by state and federal officials. Apparently, there is opportunity to use 

biomass at the new middle school. A n ew wind generation farm is beginning construction 

this summer near Telocaset. These developments may foster opportunities for BLM.  
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Residents also talked about the need for urban renewal efforts for some sections of town 

to address old, substandard houses.  

 

A community issue discussed widely in Baker City, particularly in light of JKA’s BLM -

related mission, involves the Oregon Trail Interpretive Center. Following a five -year 

community -led effort to capitalize on the historic Oregon Trail as an economic 

development asset, the Center opened in 1992. Managed and operated by BLM, it is also 

supported by two nonprofit organizations, the Trail Tenders, a volunteer group which 

staffs the gift shops, undertakes some visitor education efforts, writes grants, and 

provides for a portion of the general budget, and the Oregon Trail Preservation Trust, 

dedicated to education and cultural enrichment as well as, and primarily, fundraising. 

BLM also has an Advisory Board made up of local leadership to guide Center 

developmen t. 

 

The success of the project created tremendous goodwill.  

 

“In terms of tourism and recreation, BLM has done an excellent job with the 

Interpretive Center.” 

  

“The BLM manager at the time, Jack Albright, was really good to work with and 

understood the potential and benefit to the community and they helped locate a 

spot on BLM land.”   

 

“The community drove this thing, it was from an economic development 

standpoint.” 

 

“It [The Center] spurred the development of cottage industries. One woman made 

bonnets, another tops. There were school dolls. There were bigger dolls dressed in 

pioneer clothes.”  

 

“I think they are all great people [at the Center]. The Center is a jewel, probably 

the best attraction in all of Baker County.” 

 

The concerns expressed by resident s about the Center included the drop in visitation and 

the lack of local participation in Center activities. The latter issue is particularly grating 

to some residents who point out that it was citizen energy that got the Center going in the 

first place. Some residents believe that, because it’s an Interior Department facility, that 

advertising and marketing are prohibited. Others complained that the Baker BLM office 

is not “connected” to “the Hill” (Flagstaff Hill where the Center is located), while BLM 

staff and some residents pointed out the natural division of labor between the Baker 

office and Center staff. These folks feel that the Baker staff can concentrate on more 

traditional matters of range and resource issues, while the Center staff can focus on 

historical interpretation, cultural resources, and interface with the community about the 

operation of the Center. 
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“When it first opened, it had 340,000 visitors the first year and it rapidly dropped 

to 65,000. There are 10,000 cars a day going by on Interstate 84, so clearly the 

Board needs to do something. We’ve gotten several grants to set up self-guided 

loop vehicle tours, which tie historic sites around the region together. We’re 

thinking of giving out CDs that will direct and educate the visitor.”  

 

 “The hill has more natural pathways (Trail Tenders, student interns, the 

community members on the advisory board) into working on community projects 

than the BLM Resource Area Office has, so it’s a more natural fit for us to take 

the lead on helping facili tate projects like the scenic byway.” [Center BLM staff 

person] 

 

“We collaborated with the Historic Museum on the Sumpter Dredge. We share 

with Historic Baker, use the Crossroads Art Center. We use contract interpreters.” 

[Center BLM staff person] 

 

When a few residents talked about “the Hill,” residents used language like “shut out” and 

“condescending” to describe the lack of connection.  

 

 “You know, the big mistake we made was letting BLM take the place over. We 

were told that we could not get congressional money unless a government agency 

ran it. When BLM got it built and started management, they shut out the locals. 

All they want us for now is fundraising. Our input is not allowed.”  

 

“We were told so often that our ideas ‘were against policy, you have to do it our 

way.’” 

 

“It would be hard now to get community ownership. Everyone has moved on. It 

was spontaneous.” 

 

“Locals now ignore the center unless relatives are in town.”  

 

“The Center didn’t translate into more partnerships or work with BLM.” 

 

“We would greet and orient visitors, sometimes we ran the whole place for a day, 

but after awhile they didn’t want us doing the greeting. We could not promote 

specific restaurants only where to go in general.”  

 

“We came to learn it was never going to be self sufficient.” 

 

“They treat us as servants.” 

 

“The Trail Tenders numbers have decreased.”  
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The new BLM manager of the Interpretive Center stated that she wants to improve 

community access to the facility by opening it up to local events, like Cowboy Poetry and 

others. Residents had their own ideas on how to improve BLM/community relations as 

well as the functioning of the Center. They want locals to be more involved in the 

planning, the area to be promoted more, and perhaps an information kiosk put up (“like at 

Haines”). A number of people said that the Interpretive Center should make an all out 

effort to have functions for local people, for example, “This week is Baker City Week,” 

free admission for Baker City people, or some sort of key chain tag that gives 50% off for 

local residents. Specific items of interest, like displays of quilts from Baker County, 

should be displayed.  

 

“The new manager is much better at allowing local events. She has our respect 

and confidence.”  

  

“We need to energize the businesses and co mmunity again in relation to the 

Center.” 

 

“Let us put in brochures for local businesses. In the past, there was a real rub for 

BLM in promoting profit stuff, but apparently now it’s easier to do.” 

 

“Have the Center staff volunteer in the community, maybe even get comp time. 

It’s not a big thing but people notice. This is a town of volunteers and for them 

not to feels off, somehow. Trail Tenders volunteer at two yearly basketball 

tournaments and I never see center staff there. You just don’t see them around.” 

 

“Make volunteering easier. The paperwork is very intrusive in the information 

they want, social security number, police check. I know a lady who moved from 

McCall specifically to volunteer at the Center. She tells me now she doesn’t know 

what to do, she is offended by the paperwork and may not want to do it.” 

 

“How will Measure 37 affect the viewshed of Center?  I think the answer would 

be in reaching out to whoever owns the property and make them a part of the 

process.” 

 

 

NATURAL RESOURCE THEMES AND ISSUES 

 

Themes, again widespread, shared attitudes or perceptions, that residents talked about in 

relation to natural resource management are these: 

 

1. “Environmentalists cause all sorts of problems.” 

 

When asking residents about natural resource interests,  many people would often cite 

“environmentalists” as the bad guys —that those people were the ones “shutting 

everything down.” The language implied that these were local people.  
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“There are two types of people here, pragmatic and those that want to keep us out, 

shut us out.” 

 

“I never met a miner or rancher who didn’t think of themselves as 

environmentalists.  But the radicals make it impossible.”  

 

“These groups are dedicated to getting ranchers off the land, they want all the 

cattle off the land.” 

 

“Environmentalists are shutting everything down.”  

 

However, when the JKA team asked who these people were, folks generally could not 

come up with names or groups. In addition, as stated elsewhere, the hotter issues that 

people described turned out to be older issu es of at least 10 years. It became evident that 

many people were responding to conditions that applied ten or twenty years ago, but not 

today. While it was easy to find people avidly interested in the quality of the 

environment, and in stewardship activiti es that might improve it, no local person claimed 

the title of “environmentalist.” Of course, in this area, the term is pejorative but more 

than that, it seemed to be locus of general, theme language that reflected particular values 

but not real issues. Instead people described a couple regional environmental groups, 

focused more on the Forest Service, the perception goes, and not on BLM. 

 

“Your better ranchers are the best environmentalists there are, because the land is 

their livelihood.”  

 

2. “I really appreciate them sending someone out.” 

 

A number of residents were quite explicit in their appreciation for BLM’s effort to ask 

people what they thought. 

 

“I really appreciate them [BLM] sending someone out.”  

 

“This is really exciting that BLM sent someone o ut here to talk to us. It’s 

definitely a step in the right direction.”  

 

3. “What’s the use?” 

 

A far more predominant attitude expressed by residents was a deep-seated suspicion and 

lack of confidence in government. Although the attitude was voiced for any government, 

the stronger feelings were reserved for the federal government. People simply believed 

the government does not have the capacity to do its job well, or that it is motivated 

primarily by its own interests and not the interests of local residents . 
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“It seems like they [Forest Service and BLM] don’t want anyone to come to their 

meetings. They just put little ads in the paper.”  

 

“I have often sent my comments to the Forest Service but they are just a bunch of 

environmentalists. They aren’t pragmatic  about folks trying to make a living.” 

 

“The Forest Service and BLM won’t stand up and protect us. A lot of ranchers 

can see the writing on the wall. It’s the government. The government doesn’t 

listen to people like us.”  

 

“I used to go to them Forest Service public meetings, and I’d go in there to talk 

and they would just nod, and say, ‘Thank you.’ They didn’t even take notes, they 

had their mind made up and they did what they wanted to anyway.”  

 

“I went to two meetings and they felt like the agency decision was already made 

and they go through the meetings just to show that they are listening.”  

 

4. “Awareness of BLM is low.” 

 

“I don’t know where BLM land is.” [Hunter] 

 

 “Most people don’t know about BLM. There is very little contact.” 

 

“They move these peop le around all the time. When my dad was around, the guys 

used to stay put and they knew each tree and if there were problems on my dad’s 

range, the guy would come up and tell him, ‘The range is getting worked to hard, 

you gotta cut back.’ They had a relationship. This was from the 1930s to the 

1950s.” 

 

“BLM shouldn’t barricade themselves behind their desk. They just keep to 

themselves. But ____ works at it, he tries.” 

 

The natural resource issues that people described are listed below by topic. Again, 

issues are statements people make that can be acted upon and indicate opportunities for 

community -based collaboration. Topics covered below are:  

 

1. General 

2. Grazing 

3. Weeds 

4. Fire Management  

5. Mining  

6. Coordinated Recreation 

Management 

7. Four Wheeler Use 

8. Access 

9. Hunters 

10. Mountain Bike and Walking 

Trails 

11. Coordination and Management  
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1. General 

 

“Mostly, BLM does a good job.” [Common] 

  

“The priorities for BLM should be water, water quality, boat ramps and 

recreation.” 

 

“The feds never talk about the cost of litigation and they should. Collaboration 

works and should be promoted for its value and because it saves money.”  

 

“We are worried if the sage grouse is listed. Wildlife habitat is critical. It requires 

‘leks’ breeding areas. If BLM has lots of these areas, private land will not be 

affected, and it’s better for us. We have to take BLM into account.” [Planning 

Commission member]  

 

“I didn’t even know BLM had a map.” 

 

“I voted for Bush twice, but now because he needs money for other things, they 

are cutting the ‘in lieu of payments’, which are needed for schools and roads. 

Those funds should not be cut.”  

 

2. Grazing 

 

Ranchers discussed general grazing issues of lowering AUMs (Animal Unit Months), 

making no money, and too many regulations, while many were clear in saying that the y 

get along fine with BLM staff. Some expressed a general concern that BLM favored 

environmentalists and that the new range standards will be set unfairly.  

 

 “This year the BLM has issued a grazing plan for my lease that doesn’t make 

practical sense, given  the amount of snow in high country. I don’t know who to 

contact.”  

 

“The cross fencing that is prescribed in the new range standards will not be 

adequately funded by BLM for the long term, adding to our costs.” 

 

“There is still some resource damage on gra zing allotments, but they are 

improving.”   

 

“Fire suppression has allowed juniper to take over rangelands and crowd out 

grasses. Let those fires burn.” 

 

“I’d like to burn juniper trees on my land but I’m afraid of the fire getting out of 

control. I’d appreciate assistance from the BLM, since they are next door. I know 

several other ranchers in the same situation.”  
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“I have no problem whatsoever with BLM. I’ve always gotten along with them 

real well. About a year ago I worked with BLM to change the user permits to be 

more ‘user friendly’ and that was really helpful. I have cattle in the Keating area, 

and we have a bunch of White Top, but there’s not a doggone thing they [BLM] 

can do to help with that.” 

 

3. Weeds 

 

Rural residents and others voiced high concer n about weeds in Baker County. Some areas 

are worse than others, and ranchers have appreciated the more active weed program in 

Baker County in recent years. 

 

“Union County has done a really good job. If you see weeds on land you can call 

weed control and they will come out and give the rancher a certain amount of 

time to get rid of it. I’ve had to call a couple people in. Baker County weed 

control is developing but they haven’t been good —they’ve become a lot more 

aggressive in the last two years, and they have started a cost share program where 

they will share half the cost of spraying.”  

 

“I won’t buy any hay from Keating because White Top is such an issue there, and 

Elgin has a lot of Knapweed. Any time I purchase feed I check out where it comes 

from. I like Grand Ronde, Union County feed.” 

 

“You can spend 3 or 4 thousand dollars on spraying. The BLM is trying 

biological stuff, like getting bugs that eat a certain weed at the right time, but that 

stuff takes time, and there is too much area that’s covered in weeds.” 

 

I got Star thistle up in there by Pelter Creek, but someone brought it along with 

the hay they hauled in, like if they were hunters bringing it in with their horses.”  

 

“I have to spray along the county road every spring because it’s a high use 

recreation area and people could be bringing it in. It’s a very costly thing to keep 

it clean, but if I don’t it will get worse—in spring its really apparent what the 

weed looks like.”  

 

“Private land owners often feel like their land is clear, but they are  fenced next to 

BLM land whose land isn’t free from weeds.”  

 

“ATV, hunting, and weed control are all important on BLM land. The biggest 

problem is Scotch Thistle.”  

 

4. Fire Management  

 

“The forest should not be allowed to burn. The Strawberries will never be the 

same for my kids. They watched that area burn and did nothing.”  
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“BLM should take steps to clean woody debris off the forest floor. It used to be 

thought beneficial to leave it there but now the thinking is different. Clean it up 

more. Bug kill is left alone. You get bad fires from not cleaning up.” 

 

“BLM did a great job on the fire plan. We appreciated their leadership and their 

persistence.”  

 

5. Mining 

 

Eastern Oregon Mining Association reports that it has about 250-300 members and there 

is about an equal number of non -member miners in the area. Their motto regarding 

mining sites is, “Leave it as good or better.” Its members report efforts to level old 

tailings, plant vegetation and so on. The general perception of miners is that mining is the 

world’s most important industry, every job needs minerals, either directly or indirectly 

and that in the zeal to protect the environment, our society has seriously damaged the 

mining industry. The regulations for mining have increased to the point that mining h as 

been “chased” out of the country. The association wants to educate the public on these 

issues because people don’t realize the need for basic industries like mining.  

  

The organization reportedly has had a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the 

three local National Forests since the early 1980s that it would like to see duplicated with 

BLM. The MOU allows miners to pay their bond to the association and the association 

guarantees compliance. The group serves as the “muscle” for the “outlaws” that don’ t 

conform. In return, miners rely on the Eastern Oregon Mining Association to work on 

behalf of their interests with the Forest Service and BLM. 

 

“We go over and see them and tell them they better get in line if they want to 

continue. We’ll pull their bond  if they don’t get into compliance.”  

 

Association leadership, and other miners, believes that the local BLM office is not 

responsive to mining interests. They report that a decision was made to get future permits 

from Baker taken care of by the state of Nevada since Nevada BLM has more experience 

in mining. Apparently, that decision is supposed to take effect in about a month.  

 

“BLM wanted $10,000 for a test hole. It’s exorbitant. They said I had to bring in a 

licensed surveyor. There is nothing in the law or even the regs about this.” 

 

“It used to be good with BLM. We did tours with dignitaries and so on.” 

 

“I know miners who have waited 4 or 5 years to get a response from BLM on 

their mining operations and then denied.”  

 

“We have had claim jumpers take ove r our claims on BLM land we couldn’t get 

BLM to intercede and help validate original claim. We need help understanding 

the conflicting regulations between the State of Oregon and BLM.”  
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“We let our mining claim lapse a few years ago because it was so much hassle to 

get an operation plan.” 

 

“BLM is overzealous is the 3890 permitting/forms they do for mining, they go 

beyond the law because this BLM office is filled with ‘Clintonite’ hold outs.”  

 

6. Coordinated Recreation Development  

 

The tourism and recreation leadership has the current goal of marketing the blending of 

recreation resources so that Hells Canyon, the scenic byways, the Sumpter State Park 

Dredge and others will promote weeklong visits. The Chamber of Commerce is hoping to 

create kiosks or information centers along different parts of the scenic drive, and hope 

that BLM could be a partner in that. 

 

“BLM could maybe work with the museum in Haines and the dredge and old 

railroad up in Sumpter, to capitalize on the rich history in this area and connec t all 

these little small towns to support the economic development of all involved.”  

 

“Baker could develop a ‘continuation of experience’ so people go one day to see 

something in Sumpter, the next day to the attraction to Haines, maybe go out for a 

hike the next day, and all the while they could be staying in Baker and getting 

dinner in the restaurants.” 

 

“Groups of bicyclers go from Heppner to Anthony Lakes to Hells Canyon and 

around. We could do more to encourage and capitalize on this activity.”  

 

“BLM can promote scenic drives by looking at the areas it owns, and putting out 

brochures of what happened at different sites, to share about the history, and 

maybe they could work with the historical society or some old timers who know 

the area, like where old miners dredged and stuff. There is a place up at Sparta 

where settlers build a fort to protect themselves from Indians, for example, and 

they could put a sign up. There is also an old stagecoach up by Sparta, and they 

could do more about up at Eagle Creek where the movie Paint Your Wagon was 

made—the museum sells more copies than anywhere in the world, and last 

summer ____ had to order about 6 a week they sold so fast.” 

 

7. Four Wheeler Use  

 

Residents did not seem to relate to the term “OHV” in describing of f highway vehicle use 

in the area, nor “ATV”, all terrain vehicles. The most common term seemed to be “four 

wheeler,” and residents stated that there was no four-wheeler organization currently in 

the County. One person related that fact to trail closures and pointed to areas in the 

Elkhorn that had been closed in recent years. Many said that they practice their sport 

locally but also take frequent trips to more distant areas, notably Idaho. 
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“I ride all over the county with a bunch of different people. We’re concerned that 

the trails stay open on Forest Service and BLM. I also ride with Sumpter people 

who call themselves the ‘over the hill gang.’”  

 

“I’m a bit frustrated with local citizens in trying to get them to be ahead of the 

growing number of OHVers in the state and region, especially from Bend and 

Boise. These people are coming and we won’t be ready. The county tried to buy a 

ranch south of Phillips reservoir for an OHV park, at a logical junction of FS trail 

system and Burnt River and John Day/Morrow County networks. They had the 

grant money in hand, held meetings with locals – neighboring ranchers shot it 

down and the support for it wasn’t visible. The OHV community has no visible 

constituency – only 1 or 2 OHV people showed up at meetings, usually the  same 

guy. The commissioners couldn’t find support enough to go ahead.”  

 

“If you don’t have a 4-wheeler you’re nobody in this town.”  

 

“Maybe BLM can make a park where you could 4 wheel and bring your RV, to 

camp for a while.” 

 

“We want all areas of public lands to be available for OHV use. If you leave them 

open, the use will be minimal. If use is restricted to some areas, those areas will 

get damaged. You get ‘outlaw’ trails when the area has closures. We did many 

clean ups but it didn’t prevent closures. They closed the North Fork John Day 

wilderness when that was made a wilderness. We lost trails in the Elkhorns, 

including Rock Creek Lake, Summit Lake, and others. In the Elkhorns, I truly 

believe it was one recreation planner who favored non -motorized uses, who 

arbitrarily and without due process, shut down our use.” 

 

“There were more motorcycles on public lands when I was younger.”  

 

“People don’t want ‘canned trails’. They want to go where ever they want.” 

 

“There is less OHV here than years past. Now I go to Idaho, [Grandview, 

Murphy, mentions other places]. There they have 100 -mile loops that are valued, 

plus there is an accepting attitude. Idaho is tolerant that way and Oregon is not. 

Also users get along, there is more tolerant of other uses.” 

 

“The FS will never be successful in their policy of trail closure unless the trails 

are signed. It is impossible. Who will do the signs? They will get torn down and 

moved to other place. It should be that any road or trail is open. Cross country 

travel is still l egal and should be supported.”  

 

“I used to be on the Planning Commission for the County. I’m concerned about 

how OHV affects sage grouse leks --  there’s an adverse affect, but we can 

probably co-exist if BLM can keep an eye on things. We need an educatio nal 

program to give people an opportunity to know what’s expected, try to get OHV 
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to self govern with an understanding of what the impacts are, etc.  I’m not against 

a law enforcement approach as a hammer when needed.”  

 

Virtue Flat is an area managed by BLM that is located southeast of the Interpretive 

Center on Highway 86. It is an area that is valued for OHV use because it is close to 

town, but its use presents management problems.  

 

“There are many vandalism and trash issues with ATV use at Virtue Flat a nd in 

the Ruckles Creek area near Virtue Flat.” [Neighbor] 

 

 “People like to go to Virtue Flat, but they don’t think it’s a good idea to have 

BLM make a park there because they’d charge a fee, and they’d rather find a 

place they can ride where they don’t h ave to.” 

 

“Virtue Flat is so hot in the summer.” 

 

“Off roaders running off Virtue Flat leave trash, cause erosion, shoot guns, make 

noise.” 

 

“Virtue Flat is an OK area, but it’s not very interesting compared to Morrow 

County OHV park.” [Hermiston couple] 

 

Figure Three: 

Motorcycle Use at Virtue Flat 

 

(Source: Photo courtesy of BLM) 

 

There appears to be very little organization within the OHV user community. A number 

of observers wished that an OHV organization would emerge to lead the area is the 

developmen t and maintenance of OHV trails, both to forestall more regulation on the part 

of BLM and other land use agencies, and to promote the economic value that OHV use 
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represents. BLM staff reported that OHV support for trail maintenance comes from 

groups outside the local area. 

 

8. Access 

 

Residents throughout the County mentioned generally the loss of access to BLM and 

Forest Service lands. The perception is that new landowners are closing off roads to 

public lands and that the Forest Service itself is closing a lot of roads. Many residents 

cited the loss of access created by Three Valleys Ranch as an example of access loss. 

County officials stated that they were aware of losing access and stated that the County 

does not have resources to research all the possib le access opportunities, but will act on 

lost access issues on a case -by-case basis. It recently won in court on the Connor Creek 

Road near the Snake River, now being taken to appeal. A County resident has been 

researching old roads in the county for a his tory book and offered to work with Baker 

County and the BLM. 

 

“The Three Valleys Ranch shut off a short section of road between Robinson 

Gulch and Skunk Gulch leading to a BLM parcel causing lots of soil erosion 

because people try to go around roadblock on steep ground.” 

 

“A BLM road serving patented mining claims is cabled shut in Miller Gulch off 

Burnt River Canyon Rd [Sec 1, T12S, R41E].”   

 

 “BLM is trying to limit road use. They sent a letter a couple years ago to our gem 

society in Caldwell, asking us  to identify the roads we want open. The whole 

point of rock hounding is to explore! We don’t want any roads closed.” 

 

“The Forest Service keeps closing roads, so now you can’t go anywhere, you cant 

even go huckleberrying because they say they are protecti ng the elk by keeping 

you out, but it’s just the environmentalists.”  

 

9. Hunters 

 

The Oregon Cattleman’s Association passed a resolution in 2005 in support of ranchers 

closing off their lands to hunters and anglers to protest the Oregon Department of Fish 

Wildlife’s wolf management plan. Spearheaded by ranchers in Baker County, ranchers 

said the plan had no provision for compensation for loss of cattle to wolves and 

prohibited shooting of wolves unless they were caught predating cattle.  

 

“The only problem I  run into is hunters who are disrespectful and leave gates 

open and cut fences.”  

 

“Some of these hunters don’t even know where private land and BLM land begins 

and ends, but it’s their responsibility to know, not BLM’s or the rancher’s.”  
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“When ODFW [Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife] began to manage for 

their budget rather than for the animal, they started issuing too many tags and the 

quality of the herds declined. You don’t get big antlers anymore. We used to rent 

a convention room at the Sunridge [Motel], and hunters would bring their trophies 

in, we’d measure them. It was a contest for biggest rack. We did it for years. We 

haven’t done that for about 8 years now.” 

 

10. Mountain Bike and Walking Trails  

 

“I am vitally interested in working with BLM to develop some mountain bike 

trails. I think most of the public land in this area is Forest Service, because BLM 

has more isolated parcels. The type of trail I’d want would be more in the 

timberline. A few years ago Boise Cascade did massive clearcuts and  ruined the 

trails, but the riders went up themselves and restored them and continue to use the 

trails.” 

 

There is a road race in Baker every year that is a three day staged event, and in 

April there is a mountain bike race held out at Virtue Flat. It’s pretty good even 

though they are ATV trails.” 

 

“I’d love to be able to work with someone from BLM or Forest Service, or 

whoever owns the land, to establish some good mountain bike trails, some single 

track primo stuff. That could really draw people to Baker if that was developed.” 

 

“People pay for trail use but the money is not used for trail maintenance. That 

doesn’t seem fair.” 

 

11. Coordination and Communication  

 

“There’s been no representation at all by BLM for past 3-4 years with the 

watershed council. We have written watershed assessments for Pine Creek, Upper 

Powder River, and Powder River/Powder Valley watersheds, and BLM has not 

been part, even though public lands are major component of lands. We’d like to 

coordinate with them.” [Watershed Coordinator] 

 

“I would like it if BLM folks got personally involved in [Soil and Water 

Conservation] District programs. BLM could better coordinate its programs for 

weed control, grazing practices, and range improvements.”  

 

“BLM needs to include the Daly Creek Ranch in its planning effort. It’s a big 

ranch bought by Idaho Power for dam mitigation, located south of Richland and 

north of Swedes Landing, to be managed for wildlife/fisheries by ODFW [Oregon 

Department of Fish and Wildlife]. It will be open for hunting and  fishing.”  

 

“I didn’t like that BLM tore down the old mine on Balm Creek without any public 

process. They just showed up with equipment and did it.”  
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“We want to be notified of BLM’s planning schedule and events. Include us on 

the mailing list.” [Common]  

 

“A lot of time, the only people BLM hears from are the lobby interest groups, and 

so it’s important for them to find stories about the regular folks or things they’ve 

done for the public so the public can hear about it. This would help level the 

playing fi eld between the attention different groups get.” 

 

“BLM should bring these different people to the table more and say, ‘Look, we 

can expect the usage of each one of these activities to go up x amount in so many 

years. If you are interested in sitting down to talk about how we’ll manage that 

growth, lets talk.’ BLM needs to have the foresight to come together with 

different groups that have different interests to try and find common ground.” 

 

 

“RESOLVE AS YOU GO” CANDIDATES FOR EARLY RESPONSE 

 

Courtesy calls could be made to the following individuals:  

 

1. Mike Larson, Flagstaff Sports, about expanding recreation opportunities on public 

land. 

2. Polly Gribskov could call Amy Dunkak at the Chamber of Commerce and arrange 

a conversation about recreation and tourism in the area, and the coordination 

opportunities between public and private interests.  

3. Gordon Kasemeyer, Halfway Mayor, on Bishop Springs development.  

4. Debbie Gregg, Burnt River High School on dump issues and OHV park interest.  

5. If a few of the very early activists for the Interpretive Center could be publicly 

honored in some way, it would help resolve the rancor that some people feel 

about subsequent BLM management.  
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Coordinated and regional recreation planning is th e next phase of tourism development in 

the Baker County area, for which BLM should determine its capacity and interest. The 

agency can play a facilitative and supportive role for efforts currently underway.  

 

Residents throughout the County mentioned genera lly the loss of access to BLM and 

Forest Service lands. Sometimes specific areas of importance have been lost. Baker 

County also addresses access through its road department and has interest in promoting 

access. BLM could develop a joint transportation and  access plan through its land use 

planning process. It may be possible that a broader set of partners can do more than one 

acting unilaterally. For example, the Tahoe office of BLM coordinated with Washoe 

County, which passed an ordinance to control OHV use that BLM could not. Such 

synergy could be very useful in the context of limited staff and budgets.  
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JKA also believes that there are rich opportunities to re-connect the community with the 

Interpretive Center. While it is very clear that many things have  been done right, and that 

the new Manager is re-directing the Center to be more inclusive of the community, the 

citizen issues related to the Center is troubling and should be given attention. The fact 

that so many residents had ideas for making things be tter indicates that the situation 

would lend itself very well to a community -based planning effort. Honoring some of the 

original citizen champions of the Center could begin this effort.  

 

Develop a community -based OHV organization to support OHV interests.  Search for 

broader funding, perhaps through the Blue Ribbon Coalition or others.  Propose grass 

roots organizing and coalition building to identify common interests, goals, process, 

structure, stewardship responsibilities. Link the efforts to economic de velopment 

interests. 

 

In the Environmental Impact Statement of the new land use plan, include planning 

criteria from a social and economic perspective based on key values and direction from 

communities. Assure the planning questions have explicit links to the social and 

economic health of the communities. EIS alternatives and analysis should reflect citizen 

language and direction. Ongoing dialogue through the EIS process can prevent surprise 

and disruption.  
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The new BLM Area Manager could host a “Business After Hours.”  Businesses take 

turns providing light refreshments and showing their business to folks, showing what’s 

available.  This could be coordinated through the Chamber of Commerce.  

 

The new manager may be interested in havin g JKA take her around to meet key network 

contacts, in order to familiarize her with local issues and to begin building relationships 

necessary for successful collaboration in the future.  

 

Key gathering places are the places in which positions get develope d regarding current 

public initiatives. The active use of gathering places is helpful for dealing with 

misinformation and rumors, as well as providing accurate information and building 

support for public initiatives. Some key gathering places in Baker City  are: 

 Inland Café is an active local gathering spot, with lots of cross-table talk, 

name recognition, and information sharing.  

 Oregon Trail Restaurant has older, working people with a friendly climate.  

 Main Street Eatery 

 Mad Matildas Coffee Shop.  The physical arrangement of the tables in this 

gathering place lends itself to small group meetings. Several meetings and 

informal gatherings occur each week there and it is a place where divergent 

social interests overlap in a comfortable environment. BLM staff should have 

their coffee and small -scale staff meetings in this gathering place.  People 
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would eventually know that they are approachable.  Also meet with 

community people here.  Word will get out that BLM can be contacted here 

on certain days, on certain hours. 

 

York’s General Store is a communication node for hunters, fishers and other visitors as 

they learn of the area’s attractions and are directed to places to go. Fishing people, 

especially, get directed about where to go depending on the kind of fishi ng desired. BLM 

maps could be stocked here and its staff could be provided with current BLM information 

of interest to visitors. 

 

The best way to communicate with Baker County ranchers is through the Soil and Water 

Conservation District meetings and notice s. The SWCD contact would be happy to help 

BLM network messages back and forth.  

 

Residents advised that BLM staff could start hanging out with clubs in town, the Lions, 

the Elks, the Rotary, the Soroptomist, and the AAUW. As one person said, “I know those 

guys are busy, but so is every single person in that service club.”  

 

Many times in our conversations, our team had to ask questions repeatedly before getting 

past themes and into issues. However, it seemed promising to the JKA team that taking 

time with people and empathizing with them seemed to bring about a change —once 

people had vented and felt safe they could begin to talk more constructively about their 

concerns. 

 

The following groups in the area could be expected to have some interest in BLM 

planning  and management: 

 

 Baker County Association of Conservation Districts   

 Baker County Cattlewomen  

 Baker County Economic Development Council  

 Baker Industrial Development Commission, not in book  

 Baker County Weed Board  

 Baker Valley Soil and Water Conservation District 

 Burnt River Soil and Water Conservation District 

 Eagle Valley Soil and Water Conservation District  

 Eastern Oregon Theater Arts 

 Eastern Oregon Mining Association   

 Friends of Brownlee  

 Halfway snowmobile club  

 Historic Baker City 

 Idaho Power Company  

 Keating Soil and Water Conservation District  

 Natural Resource Advisory Board  

 Northeast Oregon Economic Development  

 Oregon Hunters Association  

 Oregon Trail Preservation Trust 
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 Panhandle Snowmobile Club  

 Pine Valley Fair Association  

 Powder Basin Watershed Council  

 Powder River Sportsmen’s Club 

 The Trail Tenders  

 The Tri-County Cooperative Weed Management Association  

 

 

The Hells Canyon Area 

 

SOCIAL CONDITIONS AND TRENDS 

 

The Hells Canyon Community Resource Unit (CRU) includes the communities of 

Keating, Rich land, New Bridge, Cornucopia, Halfway and Oxbow. This area of the 

County is the gateway to the Hells Canyon area, so residents are quite used to the tourism 

activity that has occurred over the years.  

 

Keating is described as a “real nice” community. Like other rural areas, they are losing 

young people. The community has an “outstanding” K -6 country schools with well -

regarded teachers—so good that 4 of the 22 kids there are carpooled from “town” (that is, 

Baker City). A local high school girl also teaches m usic class every morning before 

heading into “town” – she writes a musical and choreographs it twice a year for the kids 

to perform for the community. One performance was even invited to the Oregon Trail 

Interpretive Center. Presently, the school has a grant that allows it to keep going with 

small numbers. The townsite of Sparta has great old school buildings and old houses 

being reclaimed by newcomers.  

 

A nearby hunting preserve was opened a few years ago in which game birds are released 

for fee hunters—chukars and pheasants. Most of the hunters come from Idaho. They 

don’t have a lot of free time so they want to know they will see birds to shoot. Although 

neighbors were worried about this development, it is surrounded on three sides by BLM 

and so has not impacted them much. 

 

Richland is a resource-based economy —hunting, fishing, boating, camping, touring. It 

needs some new homes to accommodate an increased number of retirees coming in. In 

the late ‘60s the high school moved from Richland to Halfway.  Richlan d is the current 

envy of Pine Valley because of the new streetlights being installed. The Richland City 

Council focuses a lot on Economic Development and believes that the Brownlee 

Reservoir, with its 58 miles of waterfront, is “all we’ve got.” 

 

“The Lake is the whole key about whether this community stays.”  

 

Halfway is the population center (about 345) for this part of the County. The high school 

moved there from Richland in the late 1960s, so it represents the social hub of the area. 

Distinctive networks of newcomers, Forest Service and Idaho Power workers, older 

hippies, old time farmers and ranchers comprise the social fabric.  
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Residents described factions in Halfway related to the fairgrounds and to community 

direction. Nevertheless, the overall picture  presented was people cooperating to 

accomplish community development. Recent successes in obtaining grants, furthering 

community goals, and rejuvenating the Chamber of Commerce has led to a sense of 

accomplishment and anticipation of the future.  

 

Oxbow is a very small community situated on the Snake River where Pine Creek enters 

the Snake River, at the base of Oxbow Dam. Residents called it a company town since 

most of the housing stock is comprised of a fenced area containing Idaho Power 

Company homes for employees. There are a couple stores, bed and breakfast 

establishments, and a café. The RV Park at Oxbow has the only full hookups in the 

canyon. There are a couple cabins for vacation rental and mobile homes can be purchased 

as vacation homes. Many residents are full time. It gets hot in the summer, water gets 

low, and some residents have water misters on their decks to stay cool. 

 

Residents in this part of the County talked a lot about the economic struggles of survival. 

People said that you can’t make a living in the area, young people are leaving, and the 

water-based recreation is unreliable for an economic base.  

 

“In the ‘90s, I had five full time workers, now I have one part-timer. In those 

days, there were 91 kids here, now there are 12. There is only one dairy left. 

Logging is down.” 

 

“The population is steady but there are fewer kids.” 

 

“The number of kids is down. There are only 70 left in the high school, which 

serves Richland thru Oxbow.”  

 

“The elementary school only has 7 -10 kids left, I didn’t go to the school board 

meeting, so I don’t know what happened.” 

 

The changes in recent years are that retired and “semi -retired” people are moving into the 

area. Sometimes, it is people returning home to retire after an adult life elsewhere to take 

care of parents, a ranch or a store. Many incoming retired people are also new to the area, 

and have a reputation of not mingling much or adding to community life. Locals see that 

newcomers are not well versed in neighboring, with some stories about new neighbor s 

not respecting boundaries. There are notable exceptions however. A number of stories 

described how newcomers with good attitudes and money have created valued changes in 

the community.  

 

“____ and his wife bought the bowling alley so that youth in the are a would have 

something to do.” 

 

“I came back to take care of the ranch.”  
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The older ranches are being sold and some consolidation of ranchlands is occurring. The 

Pine Valley Ranch apparently was recently purchased with some consolidation and 

residents are anxiously waiting to see how it will be used. Nostalgia is expressed about 

the loss of the old ways, but also concern about what the new arrangement will bring, 

including issues about loss of access.  

 

“The old long -time ranchers are nearly gone.” 

 

“Other ranches are being broken up. My theory is that ranches hold up through 3 

generations – then break up and sell off.” 

 

“Pine Valley people do a lot for this town. They make a lot of donations, like to 

the fairgrounds of about $100,000. They offer good wage jobs, too.” 

 

An owner of a local bed and breakfast establishment reported on her process of starting a 

new business:  

 

“A friend of mine from one of the boat tour groups asked me if I could house her 

clients and that’s how I got into it. Last year was the first year I made a profit in 6 

years and it’s going well.  I have lots of repeat business. We’re really busy from 

about May to September.” 
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This area has a vibrancy about it, related to the outdoor lifestyle, the beauty, and the 

quality of life. People understand that they often do with less financially in order to live 

here, so the element of choice seems to bring energy to the community. However, the 

concerns expressed about the future of their communities are real and strongl y felt. 

People want a community with kids in it, they want jobs and businesses with 

predictability, and they want a quality natural environment.  

 

 

NATURAL RESOURCE THEMES AND ISSUES 

 

These themes were expressed widely in the community:  

 

“BLM does a pretty good job.”   

 

“We like working with ____  ____ [the BLM range con] but he doesn’t get support in 

his office.”  

 

“We feel we’re being locked out of our national forests and BLM lands.”   

 

“In BLM’s eyes Hell’s Canyon is huge, but to me, it’s from my fence to the canyon.”   
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The citizen issues related to natural resource management are organized around the 

topics of: 

 

1. Communication and education  

2. Recreation and development  

3. Access 

4. Land tenure 

5. Relations with Idaho Power 

6. Grazing. 

 

1. Communication and Education  

 

“I don’t really know anything about BLM and don’t have much to do with them. I 

never hear anything about them.” [Mayor of Halfway] 

 

“I honestly don’t remember BLM ever having a meeting in this town, but I don’t 

know.” 

 

“I’d like to see BLM do a field trip to explain fauna and flora of the area and why it is 

we ought to take care of it. Maybe another field trip about wilderness, vegetation, and 

wildflowers. Make sure we have the people to attend before BLM shows up. Put word 

out in the local paper and ask if anyone is interested to call a number. Then combine 

it with a potluck.” 

 

2. Recreation and Development  

 

“____ [the BLM recreation planner] did a really good job in figuring out whether to 

develop a camping site or keep it primitive.  However, they didn’ t put the tables in 

level.” 

 

“Just go away. Because of development, there are more fees, more taxes, more 

people. Development means higher impacts. It gets too commercial. There’s too 

much government control. Pittsburg Landing has too many jet boats.”  

 

“Ranchers don’t like OHVs because the hunters tear up the grass. I don’t see damage 

but they drive off game and they ruin the experience for others.”  

 

“The low water is killing us.” Many residents talked about the unpredictability of 

water levels and its effects on their recreation economy. 

 

“If BLM can help the town with economic development like the Forest Service does 

with grants, etc, I’d like to know about that.” 

 

“I’m concerned about potential flooding. If we suddenly get warm weather, as 

projected, water would break through ditch. We can’t get any help on it—there are 

too many jurisdictions.”   

 

“”Don’t keep getting more and more people into smaller areas. It causes too much 

trouble.” 
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“There are too many deputies. It’s law enforcement overkill. The sheri ff is going into 

camps at 2 am, rousing people, looking for booze.”  

 

“In ‘93, we were trying to improve the launch at Swede’s Landing; we got $10,000 

from ODFW, needed gravel, etc. The BLM person did not show up and when I went 

over his head to Vale, he would never come out again. He finally retired.”  

 

“We have begun to lose our hunting tradition in the area. Fish and Wildlife changed 

the process for awarding tags to a random process. Now, you can’t know when your 

tag will come up. It became irregular so the tradition of introducing your kids to 

hunting got messed up. You might want a tag when you’re 14 but may not get one till 

your 18. The pattern broke up.” 

 

“’Bird guzzlers’ are corrugated tin pieces set at angle up on the hills where smaller 

birds and game do not have access to water. Water condenses on the tin and rolls 

down to a receptacle. They are in disarray and ODFW [Oregon Department of Fish 

and Wildlife] refuses to fix them up, saying they don’t work or they’re not important, 

but I regularly find chukars and other small wildlife nearby.”  

 

A number of residents expressed issues related to the recent campground development. 

Some were not sure if it was a BLM or an Idaho Power campground. 

 

“It’s there but not taken care of. It’s a weed patch. Lots of big rocks were put out 

to restrict access, blocking off some of the area. But the main thing is that it is not 

cared for.” 

 

“They blocked off too much.”  

 

Another issue was the loss of access to eagle habitat areas on BLM lands west of the 

Snake River. 

 

“BLM is shutting others out. There is one gate behind the offices of Idaho Power. 

You hike up in there and there are lots of golden and bald eagles. The gate was 

shut without notice. You used to be able to walk, ride and hunt up there. When I 

bought my house, my goal was to get access to public lands.” 

 

An additional issue that deserves further scoping is the loss of business attributed to 

erratic water levels and to a perception that recreation developers are favoring the day 

user and not the overnight camper. 

 

“We used to have real campers [people who would bring their kids and stay a few 

days]. Now it all seems to be day use so I don’t get any business. People catch 

their two fish and go home. Idaho Power closed off the canyon.” 
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“We are scratching for a living here. I’ve lived here for 5 years. I’ve owned my 

business for 3 years. The first year, my business income was $350,000 and last 

year it was $96,000.” 

 

“BLM and Idaho Power went to court and BLM won by which they declared the 

houseboats as squatting and shut them down. There were only about 12, but I 

liked them because they would spend money. They weren’t really houseboats, 

more like floats with shacks. They’d come out all stocked up but after 3 days 

they’d run out of food and come and buy it here. Houseboats were good habitat 

for crappies, too.” 

 

A number of residents are organizing to further develop the Bishop Springs Rest Area on 

the Scenic Byway.  They were able to get together and get some restrooms up there and 

now they would like to beautify it.  There will be lots of partners.  They want to develop 

it with trees, etc. It is believed that BLM owns the water rights to Bishop Springs, and 

shut it off somehow because they were worried about the liability if people got sick from 

drinking the water.  

 

“Could we work with BLM to drip irrigate the new trees? Who do I talk to?” 

 

3. Access 

 

“Hunting and fishing used to bring a lot of revenue into this town. Now, more and 

more of it is private access.”  

 

“We’re concerned about losing access to BLM land next t o the old Holcomb 

private land that is now owned by Pine Valley Ranch. It has a locked gate on it. 

We started a sportsmen’s club in 1998 to get dues and deal with trash but the 

owner was worried about liability. We’ve used that road as long as I can 

remember.” 

 

“We want to maintain access off Sag Road due to Pine Valley Ranch.  Where the 

low hills are off Sag Road, before the locked gate, people like to walk. A group of 

us go out once a week on Friday, about 6-8 of us.” 

 

“The owners of Pine Valley Ranch hav e done good things for this town. They 

have donated generously, they have hired local workers at a good wage.”   

 

“Many people are terrified of what’s going to happen. What is drawing people 

here is leading to the land being locked up. They don’t want to s ee another Bend 

or Sisters.” 

 

“I’d like to see BLM open more lands to camping near Brownlee Reservoir off 

Snake River Road, 9 miles South of Swedes Landing [Secs: 1, 12, 11, 15, T12S, 

R45E]. There is very little access to the river here.  If you’re in Richland, you 

have to drive around to the Idaho side.” 
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“Swedes Landing, on the west side of the river, could stand to have some more 

BLM signs up. There isn’t any access on the Oregon side to the lake.  The water 

level is too low to launch a boat.” 

 

4. Land Tenure 

 

“Most private land has some BLM land nearby, 40 and 80 acre parcels. BLM 

should consider getting rid of them. Sometimes a private person nearby gets the 

entire benefit from public land because they cut off access by others. One guy 

near Durkee has exclusive access to 3 -5,000 acres of BLM land, but only owns a 

small piece of his own.”  

 

5. Local Relations with Idaho Power  

 

Residents made it clear that they view BLM as a means of support in dealing with Idaho 

Power, that BLM is more accessible than Idaho Power, and that BLM should intercede on 

behalf of community residents.  

 

“BLM has extensive holdings at the river and that they play an important role for 

keeping dialogue open with Idaho Power and the re- licensing.  BLM has to help 

us get what we need.  Are we asking for enough? Maybe we should look at other 

areas to know that.  BLM is the only way the public can get something out of that, 

except for Law Enforcement.  Idaho Power will provide 1 Deputy, plus that have 

one deputy already.” 

 

“Idaho Power just bought Daly Creek Ranch last month. It was required to 

provide habitat. BLM should be a part of what happens there.” 

 

6. Grazing 

 

“BLM made me take ‘non-use’ on our allotment, so we have to keep our cattle on 

our hay pasture. It costs me an extra $3,000 for every month I’m in non-use, I 

have a loss from not being able to grow hay in that area, and I pay $1,000 for 

fertilizer to get anything out of the pasture. If I could, I’d sell that permit back to 

BLM. There was legislation to buy back permits, but wi th the war, it’s gone 

away.”   

 

 “BLM got the cattle off this area because they wanted to plant trees to make a 

more attractive camping site.  They put metal tents over the trees because they 

didn’t want the cattle to eat them. Meanwhile, the deer have been eating them 

because their noses are smaller.  Lots of four-wheelers tear up the land, even 

though my cattle aren’t allowed on. Recreation people complain about high grass 

and snakes, which were not problems when cattle were around. The trees can’t get 

water and BLM even put signs up saying ‘Please water me.’ If they planted on the 

reservoir, they’d get water.”  
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“Grazing land is changing to recreation land.”  

 

“We need a more comprehensive weed program in the County. We’ve got White 

Top, Skeleton weed, Scotch thistle, Knapweed.” 

 

“None of us supports the proposed sale of Forest Service lands to support 

schools.” 

 

“BLM ground needs to be utilized for multiple use. It keeps the fire hazards 

down, too. Stop thinking one year at a time and manage it for the long run. Most 

cattlemen here know that it’s important to keep grass going. ” 
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One candidate for early resolution is the future management of the Daly Creek Ranch.  

 

“Idaho Power owns 15’ above high water.  They bought Daly Creek Ranch and I 

want to know if this will affect access? Is it going to be a game reserve?”  

 

Another candidate for early resolution is to assist the Mayor and other citizens go the 

next step in the improvement of the Bishop Springs rest area. 

 

 

POTENTIAL COMMUNITY-BASED PLANNING ELEMENTS 

 

Access is a widespread citizen issue that would lend itself to community -based, 

collaborative land use planning.  

 

 

COMMUNICATION STRATEGY 

 

A few key individuals would be willing to take the new BLM manag er around, to show 

her land use conditions and to meet people in the area.  

 

The Lion’s Club is an acceptable location for meetings in the evening. It holds about 100 

people. The local newspaper, the Hells Canyon Journal, is valued and used for 

announcement s. The Grange, the fire district hall and the schools are good locations for 

flyers and for spreading the word. 

 

The Halfway area has a high percentage of people with Internet connection. BLM could 

use the newspaper for press releases about what is happeni ng, and the background 

material can be posted on the Internet so people can get to it in their own time. It gives 

people more to understand and react to. 
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Use smaller, more intimate meetings. Prior to any public initiative, BLM staff should 

become known among key informal networks. Sit down with a smaller group and have a 

discussion.  Or have a community representative from BLM show up at community 

meetings. 

 

 

The Huntington Area 

 

SOCIAL CONDITIONS AND TRENDS 

 

Huntington, settled in 1862, is located on the Oregon Trail in the far southeastern corner 

of Baker County. It was named for the Huntington Brothers who later bought the Miller 

Station tavern there. Huntington was the “division point” for the railroad and therefore an 

important common terminal for two railroads. The town grew as it became a rail outlet 

for cattle, lumber, ore, and fruit from Baker County. A short line down the Snake River to 

Homestead was flooded out when Brownlee Reservoir was filled.  

 

According to the 2000 census, Huntington claimed 5 15 residents. The median household 

income was $25,132. Thirty -one percent of residents were younger than 18 and ten 

percent of those over 65 lived below the poverty line.  

 

 

COMMUNITY THEMES AND ISSUES 

 

Huntington residents are highly concerned that their c ommunity is dying. As a reservoir 

driven economy, they believe that their existence will always be precarious and look to 

government to address their issues.  

 

Several community leaders said that they believe Huntington is low priority for County 

government economic programs. They also agree that the County has a responsibility to 

help Huntington survive and fight its battles.  

 

“All the road improvement along the Snake and the boat ramp extensions are 

happening in Richland first. How’s that fair?”  

 

”The County is like our parent – when the child is hurting, the parent should help.”   
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Spring Recreation Site (Figure Four), located on the Oregon/Idaho border north of 

Ontario, offers a desert canyon experience on the banks of the Snake River’s Brownlee 

Reservoir. Brownlee Reservoir is known for its large channel catfish, abundant crappie, 

and good bass fishing. Spring Recreation Site offers one of the best boat launches on the 

Oregon side of Brownlee Reservoir. A dock has been installed to assist boaters. Families 

and large groups are attracted to the large sites and easy access to the water (BLM 
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website, Vale District). At Spring Recreation Site, BLM plans to expand the boat 

launches from one to two (Baker City Herald, 3/21/06, Figure Four). 

 

 

Figure Four: 

BLM’s Spring Recreation Site 

 

                (Source: Photo by the authors) 

 

Over the years Huntington community leaders have developed an active schedule of 

fishing derbies and other small town weekend celebrations as a wa y to bring in tourists.  

Fishing on Brownlee is the central attractor. Fishers from all over the Northwest come to 

the town, which calls itself the Catfish Capital of Oregon. Many of the visitors are 

regulars and are treated “like family” by some residents . The town’s businesses make the 

majority of their annual income during a half -dozen big weekends each spring. The past 

year has been economically disastrous to Huntington businesses. Last August, after a 

rapid drawdown on Brownlee, thousands of catfish died and decomposed in the mud 

flats. This March, the reservoir was unexpectedly drawn down to levels which forced 

cancellation of early fishing derbies in Huntington.  

 

“Last year at this time, we sold $3400 in fishing licenses. Because of the rapid 

drawdown this year, we sold $600. I bought $5000 worth of tackle that won’t be 

sold this spring.”  

 

“One motel owner had 41 cancellations of reservations in 1 day, due to 

unannounced rapid drawdown, a $12,000 loss. Other business owners have 

similar losses.”   
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“We had a meeting and only one official from the Parks Department attended. 

Idaho Power, BLM, the Corps of Engineers, Fish and Wildlife, County 

Commission, Senator Wyden, all were no -shows.” [Huntington official]    

 

Residents and business owners talked about questions and issues they had last summer 

with BLM, regarding management of Spring Campground and grazing permits. This 

spring they still have questions. They don’t know whom in BLM to call to get answers.  

 

“There was a problem with the campground host. I called the number on the BLM 

poster and never got a response. Who can I call?” 

 

”We heard that Spring Campground is going to be decommissioned by BLM. Is 

that true?” 

 

 

“RESOLVE AS YOU GO” CANDIDATES FOR EARLY RESPONSE 

 

BLM can develop a regular and valued  presence in Huntington by establishing a routine 

visit schedule with a local community/business leader. This does not need to take much 

time and could help avoid false rumors about BLM operations, provide names of other 

BLM employees that residents could call for information, and could provide important 

information about emerging issues.  

 

 

POTENTIAL COMMUNITY-BASED PLANNING ELEMENTS 

 

BLM should recognize that people in the reservoir communities (Huntington, Halfway, 

Richland) look to BLM as the most accessible of the agencies dealing with water -based 

recreation issues, and particularly, that BLM is respected as the most open avenue to 

Idaho Power decisions. 

 

Huntington needs a lot more support in addressing the physical, social, economic, 

biological enhance ments necessary for sustainability.  

 

Residents and business owners regard Spring Campground as an important economic 

asset to the community.  Several citizens offered to help construct improvements and 

were interested in grants that might be forthcoming. There seems to be an opportunity to 

partner with Baker County and City of Huntington to leverage funds for future 

improvements of the campground and boat ramp.  

 

 

COMMUNICATION STRATEGY 

 

Howell’s Café is a community -gathering place, adjoining the Streamline r Lounge. The 

town is small and tight -knit. Communicating with one of the active community business 

owners will ensure that most people get the news.   
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The Unity Area 

 

SOCIAL CONDITIONS AND TRENDS 

 

The Unity area of Baker County includes the settlements of Unity, Hereford, Bridgeport, 

and Iron Valley in the Burnt River Valley south of Baker City. The town of Unity had 

115 people in 1980 and 130 people in 2001. Ranchers settled the area in the 1860s, and 

ranching is still the primary economic activity. App arently, most ranchers have Forest 

Service allotments. Residents stated that ranches are being bought up by corporations, 

which run cattle, while the smaller ranches are being sold to people without kids. There 

are many abandoned and decaying homes in the area, and a reliance among current 

residents on mobile homes. The area struggles to maintain an economic base and an 

adequate population to fund basic services.  

 

“The mill went out in about ’73, logging went down, and the Forest Service has 

been leaving.”  

 

“Ellison was the big log operation and all the small mills went out.”  

 

Geographic isolation has been a central feature of community life from the beginning of 

settlement. 

 

“We are so isolated. To get to John Day you have to go over the Blues. To get to 

Baker you have to go over Dooley.” 

 

The town of Unity has two bars/restaurants, a gas station, a motel, community hall, a park 

apparently created through a Forest Service grant, an RV park, and a high school. 

Currently, there are 73 students at Burnt River High School, a decline from 250 students 

in the 1970s. The elementary school is reportedly “dying.” The Burnt River School 

District has about 23 employees, the leading employer in the area.  

 

The school area is Ironside, Bridgeport, Hereford and Unit. It used to be Brogan 

but there are no kids there anymore.” 

 

“When prospective teachers come in with their spouses they look around and say 

no thanks, even though we have nice teacher housing.”  

 

Many residents enjoy horseback riding and ATV riding on a regular an d casual basis, 

riding in the immediate area of Unity and also on the surrounding trails.  

 

 

COMMUNITY THEMES AND ISSUES 

 

The current community themes in the Unity area are:  



 54 

 

“There is so much fighting [in Unity] that nothing gets agreed on.”  

 

“The town is split. We can’t agree on anything.” 

 

“We’ve done ordinances for clean up but everybody ignores them.”  

 

“Our town doesn’t do much to invite people to stop.” 

 

The major community issues relate to jobs and housing.  

 

”There is no work or housing.” 

 

“There is not enough housing stock remaining in the area to attract new 

residents.” 

 

“We have a DSL line and T1 line. Can we use that to stimulate jobs?”  

 

“We can’t pay the loans on our sewer and water system.” [Unity town council 

person] 

 

 

NATURAL RESOURCE THEMES AND ISSUES 

 

The Forest Service has been cutting staff in the Unity area for some time, and recently it 

has given up the office in Unity, transferring remaining staff to Baker City. At one time, 

there were 25 Forest Service employees located at the Unity office. Summer staff will 

remain located in Unity at the Forest Service housing. It is likely they will close their 

remaining facilities, including some houses that are now empty. This loss has been 

tremendous for the community since there is so little infrast ructure and employment left.  

 

In recent years, outdoor recreation has brought modest amenities and economic activity 

to the area. The nearby State RV Park is apparently getting pretty good use. In addition, 

the Forest Service trails are bringing in modest activity and revenue.  

 

“We tried recreation. Trails are going in, but will it be enough to keep this area 

alive?”  

 

In the last couple years, there was a proposal for a private major OHV park at the nearby 

Kings Ranch. The idea was developed and promoted by  local residents, and it received 

active support by Baker County. Preliminary studies showed favorable promise. 

However, the nearby neighbors voiced strong concerns that were never successfully 

addressed and the city of Unity was concerned about liability if the facility failed  

(http://www.bakercounty.org/Commissioners/OHV_Study.pdf). 

 

Residents expressed interest in creating an OHV park on BLM lands at Denny Flats.  
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“Denny Flats could  work as ATV site, about a mile north of here.” 

 

“The Flats, where the dump is, gets lots of ATV use.” [Referring to Denny Flats] 

 

“BLM came out and looked at Denny flats for ATV and said there were too many 

cultural sites and sensitive plants. They said t hat they didn’t want to mess with 

them.” 

 

“The Forest Service has 60 miles of trail to Granite and will add 20 more. What 

about Denny Flats? Could we connect there, do a loop?”  

 

Residents, and town officials, also talked about the need for a new dumpsite. The story is 

that a Forest Service ranger pushed for the transfer station but that it has cost the city and 

residents much more than expected.  

 

“Can we get the BLM dump site back? It still has the fence.” 

 

“We used to have a dump site. Can it get reopened?” 

 

Other issues related to natural resource management are: 

 

“Can I board my horses in the old BLM dump site since it is still fenced? Only for 

a month or two till the summer forage opens up.” 

 

“I’d like to get a shooting range open near here. What would we have to do to use 

BLM for this?” 
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BLM could immediately respond to the interest around a dumpsite and facilitate 

successful progress even if the old site is not appropriate.  

 

 

POTENTIAL COMMUNITY-BASED PLANNING ELEMENTS 

 

The interest surrounding a possible OHV site on BLM land could be more systematically 

determined, as well as the internal concerns within BLM. If the project shows initial 

feasibility, BLM could facilitate a community -based approach to this idea in its land use 

planning process.  

 

A central question for the planning process could be, “How can BLM achieve its 

management objectives in the Unity area in a way that supports community and 

economic development?”  
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COMMUNICATION STRATEGY 

 

The school, store and community hall are appropriate ways through which to 

communicate with the local community. The town of Unity could be an active partner in 

land use planning. Burnt River Irrigation District and the Soil and Water Conservation 

office are good for communicating with ranchers. The snowmobile club in the area could 

be expected to have interest as well.  

 

 

The North Powder/Haines Area 

 

SOCIAL CONDITIONS AND TRENDS 

 

The North Powder/Haines area does not contain much BLM ground and the JKA team 

did not spend very much time in this area. It is a very agricultural area. The farming is 

mostly potatoes. One farmer is farming mint for mint oil, which can be lucrative but is 

also subject to disease.  

 

“Most agriculture is subsidized here one way or another,  like having wives be in 

the business.”  

 

Land use trends in this area are toward the creation of small (5-10 acre tracts) on private 

lands west of North Powder by people moving into the area. These newer residents have 

the reputation for taking good care of their acreages. A number of observers in Baker 

County felt like the North Powder area would see significantly more development 

because of cheaper land costs.  

 

 

COMMUNITY THEMES AND ISSUES 

 

Ranching is a marginal business and a huge commitment.  

 

“Mostly it’s ranching country around here.” 

 

“We tried to keep ranching but it got too tough. There’s no money in it.” 

 

“No one can do it but the big money people. You have to have money to start 

with.”  

 

“Ranchers buy everything retail, sell everything wholesale, and pay freight both 

ways. Love is the only way to hang on. It’s an awesome way to make a living and 

to raise a family.” 

 

“My boys want to come home but there’s not enough land for all of them to make 

it.” 
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“The laws were changed, and now kids can’t work anymore on the ranches, and 

we need immigrants.”  

 

 

NATURAL RESOURCE THEMES AND ISSUES 

 

Residents, particularly ranchers, were critical of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. The 

perception is that Fish and Wildlife takes away rights but doesn’t give back, a nd that the 

agency wants too much control. 

 

“They [Fish and Wildlife] want to make criminals out of us.”  

 

BLM, although not a large landowner in this area, received good reviews.  

 

“We get along really well with BLM.” [Rancher, common]  

 

 “It’s so loud in there [at BLM] that when you call in you can barely hear the 

person you’re talking to.” 

 

“What kinds of activities can you do on BLM lands?”   

 

Citizen issues related to range management and access.  

 

Range Management  

 

“White Top is a continuing and growing we ed problem.” 

 

“I hunt BLM ground out toward Keating and notice there is a lot more grass left 

on grazing allotments in recent years. It makes better bird habitat. Cattlemen have 

done a helluva lot better job. There’s more grass left.”  

 

“There are exclosure policies where if there’s a burn, you have to keep cattle off 

an area for three years for the grass to grow back. We have to keep the fences in 

good shape during this time, even though we are not earning from that land.”  

 

“BLM put in wells and wants us to pay a higher AUM amount in return. We’d 

like to maintain the wells for a lower fee.” 

 

Loss of Access  

 

“New landowners are closing off roads to public lands, plus the Forest Service is 

closing a lot of roads.” 
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“There are so many isolated BLM parcels. People want access through ranches to 

get to these isolated parcels, and people from out of the area leave gates open. 

New guys are coming in, lock everything up, and put up ‘No trespassing’ signs.”  

 

 

POTENTIAL COMMUNITY-BASED PLANNING ELEMENTS 

 

Residents in this area could be drawn into a larger planning effort to create community-

based solutions to the loss of access. By recognizing that current conditions are no one’s 

“fault” and that many resources exist for mutually resolving many of these issues, Baker 

County, residents, and local, state and federal agencies, including BLM, could make 

progress here. 

 

 

COMMUNICATION STRATEGY 

 

North Powder Café is a central gathering place, with local active use and a bulletin board.  

 

The Cattlemen’s Association is active i n the North Powder area and communicates 

widely. 
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C
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F

OUR

: 

THE UMATILLA HUMAN RESOURCE UNIT 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Figure Five shows the Umatilla Human Resource Unit (HRU). It contains four 

Community Resource Units (CRUs) —Hermiston, Pilot Rock, Ukiah, and Pendleton. The 

Pilot Rock and the Ukiah areas are forest oriented with low population levels. The 

Pendleton area houses the county seat and so is the government center for the region. Its 

population has been stable for some time and is said to be oriented to “basketball and 

Roundup.” The Hermiston area, called “West County” by some, contains the towns of 

Hermiston and Umatilla. It has sandy soils that are famous for blowing and for the last 30 

years has had a “circle irrigation economy” that has  propelled it beyond Pendleton in 

population. It is also an area that has embraced growth and actively seeks business 

enterprises and new settlement. The social and economic boundary between Pendleton 

and Hermiston is based on geography, climate, rainfall,  and settlement patterns. 

 

“Hermiston is a working town and people are used to saying ‘Yes’ to new 

opportunity.” 

 

“People here grew up poor, so they like the growth.” [Hermiston] 

 

The Umatilla Indian Reservation is shown on the map as well, which is treate d as an 

HRU, a social and economic unit in which most day -to-day and week-to-week activities 

occur. The Umatilla tribal interests are described in Chapter Five.  

 

The map further shows that the Umatilla HRU has much in common with the 

Gilliam/Morrow area by virtue of being part of the Columbia Plateau (the Columbia 

SRU, shown in red, see also Figure One), with its emphasis on intensive farming, wind 

and the Columbia River. In contrast, Umatilla has less relationship with the more forested 

and mountainous areas to the south and east. Figure Five also shows that Milton-

Freewater, although politically part of Umatilla County, is associated socially and 

economically with Walla Walla. The social boundary, indeed, is also the boundary of the 

Walla Walla Watershed Basin, occurring between Athena and Westin. This boundary 

separates the service areas of the Umatilla Watershed Council on the west, and the Walla 

Walla Basin Watershed Council on the east.  

 

“Milton-Freewater is agriculture and really more connected to Wall a Walla. They 

complain they are ignored.”  

 

BLM owns and manages 23,000 acres in Umatilla County, primarily situated in the 

northern and western part of the county. One county official called them “island parcels.” 

This chapter focuses on the towns of Hermiston and Umatilla and the areas in between, 

what locals call “West County.” West County includes the BLM lands between 
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Figure Five: 

The Umatilla Human Resource Unit (HRU, shown in pink) With Its Community Resource Units (CRUs, shown in black)  
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Hermiston and Umatilla, as well as the Juniper Canyon lands, northeast of Hermiston.  

The scattered parcels lead to urban interface issues for BLM, with many Recreation and 

Public Purpose (R&PP) leases and patents, as well as growing demand because the area 

is growing. BLM lands generally experience dumping issues, methamphetamine labs, 

shooting, and OHV concerns. In addition, BLM has lands on the South Fork of the Walla 

Walla River in the Milton -Freewater area. Tribal areas of concern apply to almost any 

public lan d management decision described in this chapter.  

 

The chapter will first explore the Hermiston CRU, along with a detailed discussion of key 

BLM parcels. It then describes the management situation on the South Fork of the Walla 

Walla River and briefly summa rizes citizen interests in the Meacham area.  

 

 

The Hermiston CRU: The “West County” Area of Umatilla 

County 

 

The Hermiston CRU is described along the following dimensions:  

 

1. Social Conditions and Trends  

2. Community Themes and Issues  

3. Natural Resource Themes and Issues 

4. Resolve as you Go Candidates for Early Response 

5. Possible Community -Based Planning Elements    

6. Communication Strategy  

 

 

SOCIAL CONDITIONS AND TRENDS 

 

The arrival of the railroad in 1871 and the development of dryland wheat farming 

stimulated permanent settlement in Umatilla County. The Umatilla Ordnance Depot, 

dating from the 1940s, helped create the town of Hermiston and led to substantial growth. 

When irrigated agriculture began to thrive in the Hermiston area 30 years ago, it 

stimulated further population growth, inmigration of farmworkers, and commercial and 

residential growth. In recent years, the growth has accelerated due to a number of reasons 

cited by local residents:  

 

1. In 1997, the demilitarization of the Umatilla Ordnance Depot brought in  

additional revenues. Apparently, these lands once belonged to BLM, which 

relinquished them through congressional direction. There is currently a “local re -

use authority” composed of Umatilla County, Morrow County, 3 ports and the 

Confederated Tribes to determine the future of these lands. It will be 2013-2015 

before the land is turned over, so any connection of these lands to BLM land use 

planning seems remote.  

 

2. The Hinkle Railyard is considered by Union Pacific to be a major classification 

yard, and contains a new major diesel locomotive maintenance shop completed in 
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1998. It has more than 235 employees 

(http://www.uprr.com/aboutup/history/hinkle/index.shtml ).  

 

3. The WalMart distribution center is located in the County, with one million square 

feet of warehouse space. 

 

4. The approval of the Oregon International NASCAR Speedway in Boardman will 

encourage further settlement in the Hermiston area according to local residents.  

 

A county official stated that these developments have brought 3000 jobs to the area. In 

addition, the area has the ports, and two freeways coming together. Some local people 

believe the reason methamphetamine abuse is such a problem in Hermiston is that the 

area is isolated enough to attract drug production activity but tied to urban areas 

necessary for drug traffic. 

 

“We have grown from 3500 when I came 10 years ago to 16,000. We are isolated. 

We are desert, with not much rain. We are mobile. We travel 1 ½  hours in any 

direction to recreate. Families are coming here. We now have a regional presence. 

Baby Boomers are coming in. We have neighborhood parks. It’s cold, mid -20s, 

but not much rain or snow. We have sandy soil that likes to blow. No big 

landowners are happening  but some consolidation of farms is occurring.” [City of 

Hermiston official]  

 

In addition to its strong agriculture, the area also boasts a strong industrial base, 

represented by the two mile strip between Punkin Center Road (the northern UGB of 

Hermiston) and Bensel Lane (the southern UGB of Umatilla) on Highway 395. This area 

is well known for its industrial capacity, total square footage, and number of workers. In 

addition, this area has been experiencing steady and even rapid subdivision of residential 

land, especially near the Umatilla River, which is expected to continue in the future. 

Several BLM parcels are located in this area, as described further below.  

 

BLM-owned land within this industrial area evidently played a role in the county’s recent 

successful fight with the State Department of Land Conservation and Development. The 

story is that to preserve farmland, DLCD wanted to down zone the area from retail 

commercial back to rural zoning, and would have capped the square footage allowed for 

a building. Apparently, BLM lands were considered as county lands, thus skewing 

calculations of cost and benefit. A highly effective local campaign put the idea to rest. 

This network of community members, called the “Corridors Committee,” could easily be 

mobilize d to assist BLM with its land use planning process.  

 

“There are about 500 jobs north of the UGB [Urban Growth Boundary]. We did 

our research, paid out money to get a legislative remedy. We did all this in two 

years.” 

 

The “circle irrigation” economy has ma de possible the production of over 40 crops and 

has been accompanied by the inmigration of Hispanic farm workers, some of whom are 
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now “settling out” of the agricultural lifestyle and setting up their own businesses and so 

on. 

 

There are signs that agriculture is not as strong as it was in previous decades. About 84% 

of the members of the Hermiston Irrigation District have 10 acres or less. One to five acre 

parcels are common. As the land is chopped up, flood irrigation doesn’t work very well, 

leading the d istrict to engage in ongoing education of urban people about the practice of 

rural living. In the future, more grants to put water in pipelines rather than the ditches is 

the trend, with the likely outcomes being the loss of groundwater but increased water  

efficiency.  

 

“Some want flooding while their neighbors don’t. City people expect their ideal 

country living but want their urban amenities. They have no understanding of 

irrigation. We have an annual meeting to try and educate but those that need it the 

most don’t come. Small acreage irrigators are the most wasteful.” [Hermiston 

Irrigation District Director] 

 

The newly completed upgrade to the mill at Pilot Rock by Kinzua Resources allows an 

output of 132 million board feet annually. Its proposed new facil ity will employ more 

than 100 workers (Fridley 2005). 

 

Three wind-turbine companies own property in Umatilla County with a total value of 

about $124 million. A study by Oregon State University Extension Service estimated that 

wind generation in Umatilla Co unty could grow into a $40 million business. The value of 

the business is greater if it is resident owned, because more spending occurs locally, the 

study concluded (Torgerson, Sorte and Nam 2006). 

 

Table Four below shows the population trends in Umatilla County and its communities. It 

shows clearly that the growth in Umatilla County over the last 15 years has been in the 

“West County” communities of Umatilla and Hermiston, while Pendleton population has 

remained steady. 

 

Table Four: 

Population Trends for Umatilla County and Towns 

Location 1990 2000 2005  % Annual Change 

Umatilla County 59,249 70,548 73,878 1.6 

Hermiston 10,040 13,154 14,657 3.1 

Pendleton  15,126 16,354 16,636 0.7 

Umatilla 3,046 4,978 6,306 7.1 

Milton Freewater 5,533 6,470 6,445 1.1 

Pilot Rock 1,478 1,532 1,525 0.2 

Ukiah 250 255 255 0.1 

(Source: U.S. Census) 
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COMMUNITY THEMES AND ISSUES  

 

Residents, local officials and law enforcement personnel commonly talked about vacant 

property, both private and public, and the property management issues that result from it. 

Problems associated with vacant lands include trash and appliance dumping, 

methamphetamine production, and OHV use and abuse. The next section will deal with 

property management issues that affect BLM lands. 

 

“West County has to get its solid waste under control.” 

 

 “We get complaints about dead cars, or drugs, or meth labs, or dumping, and we 

look up the property and it’s BLM. We are told we have the most meth labs in the 

state. It’s because fertilizer ingredients are easy to steal, plus it is a crossroads, 

equidistant from many urban areas. It’s a distribution center, like WalMart. Older 

RV units are meth labs, they blend in.” [Umatilla County official]  

 

“They’ve had meth on Reclamation property, they do river clean ups on a r egular 

basis, the Umatilla Basin Watershed Council is active and helpful.”  

 

“State Goal One calls for protection of natural resources, including water. If the 

land is private, though, you have the right to drill. It causes many problems.” 

[County Commissioner] 

 

“The land is just not being managed. All these problems, the dumping and 

sometimes the meth labs, goes against what the City of Hermiston and the County 

are trying to achieve.”  [County official]  

 

“Below McNary, we had a big dump site.” 

 

Abandoned cars have been a major code enforcement headache. Apparently, a new state 

law states that, for cars on private lands, you can get a “junk slip”, so that if an appraiser 

(for a fee) or law enforcement officer verifies the vehicle is worth less than $500, you can 

have it towed and make money through the sale of the scrap metal.  

 

“Before, you’d have to pay $150 to have it pulled out.”   

 

Other County government concerns had to do with taxation, future planning, and a need 

for a GIS system. The County is currently working with the 1987 Amended County Plan, 

which is considered out of date. The County Commission and the Planning Commission 

are currently prioritizing areas they want to review. Appropriate zoning is a key concern. 

The current review is what triggered interest in a review of BLM lands, an inventory of 

which was completed during the week that the JKA team visited the community. County 

officials responded eagerly to discussions about the land tenure process of BLM (see 

below).  
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“Umatilla County has more non taxable land than taxable.” [Umatilla County 

Commissioner]  

 

“We need to complete our GIS system. If BLM could write a letter to support 

grant applications or somehow share resources for this, it would be very helpful.”  

 

It is important to note that the City of Hermiston is rapidly moving beyond its working 

town image and shifting to a quality of life focus. This shift was talked about numerous 

times. For many years, the town focus was on survival, jobs, and more jobs. A “pole shed 

metal building was  just fine for business,” one person said. With recent growth spurts, 

there is more focus on beauty of local businesses, clean streetscapes, and quality of life 

amenities, such as walking trails, river enhancement, and recreation programs.  
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Themes are widespread perceptions or attitudes, while issues are statements which can be 

acted upon. A focus on emerging issues allows an organization to create proactive and 

responsive management practices and policies.  

 

The citizen issues related to BLM lands that are described below include these topics:  

 

1. Land Tenure 

2. Property Management Problems 

3. Off Highway Vehicles  

4. Recreation 

5. A Review of Key BLM Parcels 

6. Juniper Canyon Lands  

 

1. Land Tenure 

 

Residents and officials alike were confus ed about the process by which BLM determines 

lands to retain or dispose of, as well as whether lands to be disposed are earmarked for a 

public purpose or for sale on the market. However, because of County concerns about 

property management problems on BLM ground, County officials prepared a spreadsheet 

of BLM parcels that coincided with the County meeting with JKA. This spreadsheet was 

forwarded to the Baker BLM office. The review was also conducted specifically because 

of the perception that the “nuisance”  factor is greater with BLM lands than other lands of 

the County (see “Property Management Problems” below).  

 

Commissioner Dennis Doherty expressed leadership in suggesting that the County 

convene a small task force to review appropriate BLM land uses. Such a task force could 

review BLM parcels for valued criteria. A possible suggested typology might be: 1) 

Those parcels that have high resource value and should be retained in public ownership 

by BLM; 2) Those parcels that have high public value for local c ommunities, such as a 

site for a fire station, school, or swimming pool, and are appropriate for an R&PP lease; 
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and 3) Those parcels which do not serve a pubic purpose and can be sold on the market. 

Part of the County expectation is that strategies to deal with problems like junk dumping 

will be developed for lands that will stay in BLM ownership. JKA can assist in 

developing a list of likely candidates for the task force when appropriate.  

 

Commissioner Doherty also pointed out that West County just complet ed a Critical 

Groundwater Area designation, and is developing County policy on water management.  

 

BLM concerns about land tenure include the importance of appropriate zoning being in 

place to avoid windfall profits for buyers of BLM land. BLM generally pre fers the idea of 

land disposal of BLM land in Umatilla County, given adequate public support and low 

resource value for the parcels. 

 

“Make sure there would be a net gain for the County, we don’t want to take on 

your [BLM] headaches.” [County official]  

 

“We need a realty person to educate us on the process of land disposal [used by 

BLM]. [County agency head] 

 

“It’s not just OHVs that are the worry, but noxious weeds are a problem.  Most of 

the lands are really a liability and they are not being managed.  T here’s a real 

problem with code enforcement.”   

 

2. Property Management Problems  

 

The Hermiston area is growing, landfill costs have reportedly increased, and dumping, 

parties, and law enforcement issues related to vacant lands are a recurring problem. Some  

problems like drugs, litter and trespass, are considered criminal matters and can involve 

jail and fines. Another set of problems, like abandoned vehicles, and solid waste dumping 

like appliances, are considered land use issues involving code enforcement.  Code 

enforcement issues are not considered criminal and may involve fines, but not jail. Code 

enforcement and law enforcement jurisdictions overlap, so typically there are “letters of 

partnership” or other mechanisms outlining protocols for cooperation.  

 

“We get complaints about dead cars, or drugs, or meth labs, or dumping, and we 

look up the property and it’s BLM. To their credit, they respond immediately.”  

 

“The BLM law enforcement person here is Tom Averett. He has to patrol a huge 

area. On another site, BLM recently got a dumpster out there to do a clean up day. 

That was really helpful.”  

 

Law enforcement and code enforcement personnel stated that there are not more 

problems with BLM lands than with other lands, contrary to the perception of the County  

Commissioner. Rather, these professionals stated that the problems related to any lands 

that were not getting much attention—vacant, unmanaged lands.  
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“BLM has been great. Last year there was an abandoned van and several junk 

tires. I called BLM and the stuff disappeared, so it seems to be working.” [Code 

enforcement officer, Umatilla County]  

 

“BLM lands are not really targeted, but it’s more that any land left vacant without 

attention invites those problems. BLM parcels with roads through it are especiall y 

bad, then we don’t know until someone stumbles on the dump.”  

 

“If BLM could post their properties it would help. The less absentee, the better. 

People are sophisticated now. They don’t leave bills in trash that would allow 

tracing to themselves.” [Law enforcement personnel]  

 

3. Off Highway Vehicles (OHV) 

 

Like other areas of the region, off highway vehicle (OHV) use appears to be increasing 

and accompanied by social and ecological problems.  

 

OHV enthusiasts spoke with pride about their work over the last several years in working 

with the Forest Service to create the “Winom-Frazier Trail Complex” for OHV use on the 

Umatilla National Forest west of Ukiah. The area includes campground, restrooms and 

shelters. They also talked about the Juniper Forest OHV area in the Tri Cities area near 

Pasco, which is apparently BLM, as a popular spot. 

 

“We believe in the Tread Lightly approach. If you don’t have a Forest Service -

approved spark arrestor, we will turn you in.” 

 

Hermiston residents commonly pointed out problems  with OHV use. 

 

“You do three trips and you have a permanent scar. This soil, the sands blow, 

tumbleweeds come in.”  

 

“When my kids were raised, I moved to an area north of town for beauty and 

quiet and then the noise of the ATVs started. It has ruined my experience, the 

constant noise. No one will do anything about it. The City can’t, the County 

won’t. You can’t call OSP [Oregon State Police] for noisy motorcycles.” 

[Hermiston area resident] 

 

 “The OHVs, particularly motorcycles, are unmanaged and just scarring up the 

land.”   

 

“We are really bothered by the motorcycles and dumping. More than anything, 

it’s the motorcycles that are the problem. They’re so noisy. There are also a lot of 

noxious weeds and fire hazards.”  
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“I’d like to see something happen with the BLM lands, but I’m not sure which 

lands are BLM or BOR [Bureau of Reclamation]. Maybe BLM is getting blamed 

for everything, but it’s actually Hermiston Irrigation District or BOR!”   

 

4. Recreation 

 

The population growth in the Hermiston area has led to the development of a seemingly 

robust city government, of which the city’s Parks and Recreation Department figures 

very highly. The department’s first priority is for open space, parks, and recreation for 

inside the city, and for this mission, BLM lands have played an important role. The 

swimming pool, for example, was apparently built on BLM land through a Recreation 

and Public Purpose (R&PP) lease. Many of the park and recreation buildings were built 

in the late 1960s and 1970s using Land and Water Cons ervation Fund (LWCF) of the 

Department of Interior. These monies created most of the City’s parks.  

 

“Our match was always business contractors who would volunteer to build things, 

but as we have gotten bigger, the volunteerism has dropped and people rely on tax 

money to get things done.” [Hermiston Parks and Recreation Department Staff] 

 

In a City-wide survey completed in 1998, undeveloped walking trails rated highly.  

 

It is significant to note that 35% of the city’s fee program in recreation is from people 

outside the city, lending a regional focus to the City’s Parks and Recreation Department. 

The second priority of the city’s Recreation Department is the regional recreation 

interests expressed by citizens. The three major regional recreation interests a re horses, 

OHV and shooting. To get state support of recreation programs through the State 

Department of Parks and Recreation, local and regional recreation interests must be 

identified as priorities in a planning process. The City of Hermiston was active in 

inserting its interests into the state planning process, and has established the basis for 

future state support. Thus in the state document, “Oregon Trails 2005-2014: A Statewide 

Action Plan,” the local recreational priorities of Hermiston and the surrounding area are 

included and thus available for funding. It is currently updating the Park Master Plan, 

including desired improvements for deteriorating buildings and infrastructure. No BLM 

parcels within Urban Growth Boundary were identified.  

 

County parks and recreation are not well developed. The County had leased Steelhead 

Park from ODFW but they have evidently abandoned it. Harris Park, in northeast 

Umatilla County on the South Fork of the Walla Walla River, is currently the only county 

park. It has a 48 mile mountain bike loop, and is supported by some Washington State 

money, evidently.  

 

City officials proudly outlined their vision of what they would like to see for river 

development in the next decade. There is a 3.5 mile stretch of the Umatilla Rive r west of 

Hermiston (see Point G on the map in Figure Seven, page 71). This stretch, going from 

south to north has, or will have, the following:  

 



 69 

a) River Front Park, containing .8 miles of trail and dedicated in April, 2006;  

 

b) Steelhead Park;  

 

c) The 240-acre site of the Bureau of Reclamation, currently undergoing planning 

by a “Roundtable.” It is an old farm that has high ecological value. The goal is to 

preserve it in its natural state with walking trails and a focus on education. Tribal 

people are involved who want salmon habitat, as well as The Nature 

Conservancy. 

 

d) A 13 acre city park that was a dump and serves passive uses currently; 

 

e) An Amphitheatre site, not planned yet, but the topography is ideal;  

 

To the east of this area is Hermiston Butte, the hospital, which used to be the Hermiston 

gun club in the 1970s, and the City of Hermiston. The photo in Figure Six shows the 

view from River Front Park to the west side of Hermiston Butte. This area is urbanized to 

the north, east, and south and represents a crucial area of open space for the city. 

Residents want trails interconnecting these areas.  

 

 “The City could use help from a BLM fish biologist, so that we can work with 

the Bureau of Reclamation Roundtable and get the kind of riverside area w e 

want.” [City of Hermiston official] 

 

Figure Six: 

View from River Front Park to the West Side of Hermiston Butte 

 

(Source: Photo by the authors) 


