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My name is Greg Walter. I am an independent health insurance agent and co-owner of Jefferson State Financial Group, LLC located in the Illinois Valley.  Our business serves the Southern Oregon area by helping our clients find the best health coverage for the lowest cost. I am a member of the Illinois Valley Community Development Organization Revolving Loan Fund Board where we award small business U.S. Department of Agriculture low interest loans.  Additionally, I study regional history, work with our local historical societies and have a private map collection that pertains to what has occurred on public lands post European settlement with an emphasis towards the history of the U.S. Forest Service and forest policy.

I am here to speak today on the positive benefits that an expanded Oregon Caves National Monument (OCNM) will bring to our community of Cave Junction in the Illinois Valley of Southwest Oregon. I want to approach this from both a business and social perspective and hopefully bring to light where our community currently stands economically and where we hope to see ourselves in ten years.

First a little background on whom we are as a community.

The Illinois Valley is in the southern part of Josephine County with approximately 10,000 residents.  Cave Junction is the second largest city in the county with a population of about 1,700 people located in the Illinois Valley 27 miles southwest of Grants Pass on Hwy 199 and is 12 miles north of the California border.  Cave Junction got its start in tourism as the gateway to the Oregon Caves providing tourists with services.  After World War II logging became the economic focus but “by the late 50’s the logging boom had played itself out”
.  At one time there were 56 saw mills in the county but now only 1 remains. The top employers in the Illinois Valley are Josephine County School District, the Forest Service, two small grocery stores and the lumber mill.  The other employers are made up of tourism businesses, small service companies, four wineries and one sausage manufacturing company.

According to a 2007 census for the county, logging and mining made up 2.75% of the overall employment picture and manufacturing made up 22%. The large employers in the county are 30 miles away in Grants Pass: Fire Mountain Gems and Master Brand Cabinets, to name a few.

The Illinois Valley is a remote rural area in Josephine County.  Low wages, a lack of economic opportunity, high unemployment and rural poverty characterize this area.  We have basically condemned the community pool, we have no public library and our local Boys and Girls Club struggles annually to keep its doors open operating out of the local elementary school with no facility of its own. The County receives federal funding through the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act.

A diversified, sustainable local economy is our best hope for a stable, healthy future. Josephine County’s success is dependent on nurturing a diversified economy that includes developing a sustainable, restoration-based forest industry that can rely on a non-controversial supply, and it includes protecting the natural treasures of our region. There are appropriate places for logging and appropriate places for permanent protection. Safeguarding the Oregon Caves is good for nature and for business.
The Chateau at the Oregon Caves is a concession operated by our Illinois Valley Community Development Organization and seasonally employs about thirty people from the local community.  Being operated as a local non-profit organization all profits are put back into the community in the form of Community Grants. 

The Chateau has twenty three rooms and can seat about fifty people in their dining room on any given night. Their operating season begins in mid May and traditionally goes through September. The Illinois Valley Community Development Organization buys local food products and markets local artwork. This is an economy of scale, and because the scale is relatively small it cannot continue its operation and concessions unless we see some growth in visitation and duration of stay.

As the name implies, Cave Junction is a gateway community to the Oregon Caves. Visitors travel on Hwy 199 (The Redwood Highway) usually going to the Redwoods from Crater Lake National Park or vice-versa. The economic opportunity that Highway 199 offers to our small rural community through travel spending is considerable. There are about 300,000 tourist vehicles traveling through this corridor annually, each carrying an average group size of three people who spend an average of $135 per day on lodging, food, gas, and other items. The total spending potential of this tourist corridor is about $40 million dollars annually. The Illinois valley has not taken advantage of this economic engine in our backyard. According to a fall 2006 report released by the Outdoor Industry Foundation, outdoor recreation contributes $730 billion annually to the U.S. economy, and supports nearly 6.5 million jobs across the country. We should do a better job at protecting and marketing this area. 
According to the National Park Service statistics, approximately 73% of visitors would stay longer if there was more to do than the 90-minute cave tour. One of the most botanically diverse national forests in America surrounds the Oregon Caves and offers visitors breath-taking views, abundant wildflowers, wildlife viewing and memorable hikes. Unfortunately, the surrounding landscape is not marketed by the Forest Service in a way that maximizes the public enjoyment or economic potential of this unique area.

Currently, the exceptionally scenic trail system from the Bigelow Lakes trailhead (that is part of the proposed expansion area) has been cleared, but the Forest Service has not provided clear signage on the trails within the proposed monument expansion. More pointedly, there is a confusing network of roads to get to the undesignated trailhead, most of which are unmarked and the signs vandalized or removed. If the expansion bill passes the subsequent Park Service improvements could lead to the development of a more family-oriented, user-friendly place that visitors could hike to and they would stay longer.
Across the United States, there is growing recognition of the link between attractive public lands such as national parks, and the well-being of the communities that provide access to them. These "gateway communities" generally provide food, lodging, and other services for visitors. But the parks are more than simple magnets for visitors. Many gateway communities have thriving, diverse economies that are not primarily dependent upon tourism and recreation. Yet the natural appeal of these areas is at the heart of their economic success.

The Oregon Caves is an appealing asset that increases the quality of life for residents and brings visitors that contribute to our local economy. Cave Junction, the Illinois Valley in general and Grants Pass all stand to benefit from increased protections and visibility of this special place. In addition to the economic benefits of protecting this recreational magnet, protecting the caves via an expansion and through the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act would safeguard water supplies, sensitive ecology and wildlife habitat.

The Oregon Caves National Monument was established in 1909 by President Taft to acknowledge and protect the “Marble Halls of Oregon,” as author Joaquin Miller described the caves in 1907. While 2,560 acres were originally withdrawn for the Monument, President Taft only designated a small 480-acre rectangular boundary in 1909. At that time, it was assumed that protecting the immediate area above the cave was sufficient to protect the subterranean ecology. However, scientific studies and new technology over the past century have made it clear that the complexities of cave ecology most definitely include an interaction with the terrestrial and aquatic environment above ground. It has become obvious that the protection of the Cave Creek watershed is instrumental in protecting this unique subterranean system. Indeed, impacts on the surface environment influence the sensitive hydrological processes of the caves. The current boundary size simply cannot protect this cave system. While more information has been made available about the complex interaction of surface and subsurface ecology in recent years, the Park Service acknowledged the need for an expanded Oregon Caves National Monument and made such proposals in 1939, 1949 and again in 2000. It is long past due to fully protect this national treasure. 

Expanding the Oregon Caves will benefit our gateway community in the following ways:

1. Fully protecting the complex ecology of this cave system by protecting the interconnected terrestrial and aquatic environments above ground. 

2. It will bring an increase in the number of visitors, but more importantly they will have incentive to stay longer and visit a spectacular example of a very accessible backcountry glacial cirque, high mountain lakes and expansive views of northwest California and southwest Oregon, including the Siskiyou Crest, Red Buttes, Mt Shasta, Marble Mountains and Siskiyou Wilderness areas. This is all seen from the high point of Mt Elijah in the expansion area (the peak is named in memory of Elijah Davidson, who discovered the Oregon Caves in 1874). The Park Service has statistical evidence that the longer visitors stay in an area, the infusion into that local economy multiplies exponentially.  OCNM surveys of visitors indicate that 73% of visitors would stay longer if there were more trails with features.

3. Expansion will also bring the resources and expertise of the National Park Service as far as maintaining access, trails, signage and campgrounds. Most importantly it brings Park Service branding. When visitors see the National Park Service arrowhead and national monument sign, they know they have arrived at their destination. It means they have arrived at a visitor friendly and family safe place. A bigger place with more things to do can attract more visitors and longer stays.

4. The historic Oregon Caves Chateau could be showcased as one of the great lodges of the northwest along with Mt. Rainier’s Paradise Lodge, Mt Hood’s Timberline Lodge, the Crater Lake Lodge, and the Benbow Inn in California. The Chateau may benefit from the expansion because the rooms could be occupied more consistently and local campgrounds will see greater use.  While staying longer they will enjoy fine dining as well as have access to purchase local artwork at the Chateau gift shop. The season could also be extended an additional two months with increased visitation.

5. The Chateau is currently undergoing various stages of restoration from funding provided both by private donations and pending federal funding, which has resulted in an increased interest.

6. There is a component to this expansion that will allow for the retirement of a cattle grazing allotment and the removal of cattle from the Bigelow Lakes and Lake Creek drainage, which will provide the Chateau with cleaner water. For years, the Park Service has expressed concern about the contamination of the Monument’s drinking supply due to cattle grazing. The allotment retirement would protect water quality, as well as sensitive and unique meadows that provide exceptional hiking opportunities around the Caves. 
7. Above the Caves in the High Siskiyou Mountains are the Bigelow Lakes.  Formed in a glacial cirque the lakes are surrounded by meadows and primeval forests.  Ancient species of Brewer’s Spruce and rare flowering plants inhabit the area as relics from the ice age.  Due to its unique characteristics the area has been given special botanical area designation.  However, the Forest Service has done little to manage for and protect this valuable resource.  The Park Service has a proven track record for managing natural areas.  For example, a rare botanical specimen, the California globe mallow, which grows in the area, requires periodic burning to germinate its seeds.   The Park Service would be able to meet the plants needs with prescribed burning.  Currently, the Forest Service emphasizes cattle grazing which is harmful to the plant and is contributing to the need to list the plant under the Endangered Species Act.  Most people visit natural areas where they are sure to see rare botany or wildlife, not grazed meadows and cow patties. 

8. Another important point is that the original Monument boundaries did not take into consideration the extent of the cave network underground, which extends outside of the current boundaries.  Expanding the Monument boundaries will provide protection for the entire cave network, including the terrestrial and aquatic environment above the caves, which are essential to cave ecology.

9. The expansion would open the door for Park Service nature tours in the upper Lake Creek watershed and evening presentations at Caves Campground that would better inform the American public about public lands, cave ecology, the role of fire in western forests, climate change, and the need to protect native plant diversity.
10. Lastly, the local art and tourism business and organizations are working together to produce brochures and information on the wealth of local attractions and products uniquely available to this community.  The Illinois Valley has a large population of artists and entrepreneurs that are currently struggling due to lack of exposure. The Monument would be the initial destination to draw the tourist here but once they discover venues of interest, statistically they will come back again and again as well as tell friends about what they have found here.

In review, the Oregon Caves National Monument is currently an important draw to the area, but it is not comparable with other primary park and recreation destinations in the region.  With all of its scenery and grandeur, Oregon has so few National Park units and we deserve more.  This could be addressed by expanding and protecting the Monument’s resources, providing greater access to the visiting public and improving a diversified business climate by increasing opportunities to make the Caves and Chateau as successful and regionally important as they can be. This will bring the valley community great pride and positive economic growth from the ability to showcase this backcountry crown jewel and historic Chateau that will benefit all Americans for generations to come.
I thank you all for your time.

Sincerely,

Greg Walter

� Piraino Realty Brochure c1972, page 15





Tel (541) 592-6262
4
Cell (541) 660-7340


