Land, Water and People

Multiple uses help fuel a diverse economy

By Mike Blakeman

	The view from the top of 12,467 foot Copper Mountain, west of Creede, was spectacular. The high peaks of the Weminuche Wilderness pierced the cloudless autumn blue sky to the east, south and west. Red Mountain Creek rushed below to the east in a sliver of non-wilderness, while the upper burned reaches of East Trout flowed through the wilderness directly to the west. And what was especially awesome about this spot, is that it only took me 30 minutes of hiking from my truck to get there.
	The road that provides this quick access to the high country at the edge of the largest wilderness area in Colorado was originally constructed to reach green Engelmann spruce and subalpine fir for commercial timber. Several decades later, the remaining spruce trees are dead and are now being salvaged for human use. Salvaging the trees puts people to work in the forest, driving forest roads and highways, at a mill, in lumber yards and at home construction sites. The homes constructed by these trees are sold by realtors and lived in by families.
	Love Lake is located just a few miles down the road. Three vehicles were parked in the parking area as I drove by earlier in the day and a half dozen people were fishing at the lake. The golden aspen were beautifully reflected in the still water while a handful of ducks paddled next to the sedges on the south shore.
	Love Lake attracts both local and “out of Valley” fishermen. These folks may purchase their flies, lures and bait at local sporting goods stores as well as shop, eat and sleep at local establishments.   
	A large band of sheep had slowed down my progress on Highway 149 as I drove up the canyon for the day’s hike. The sheep were being moved off their summer pasture on the forest. People with out of state license plates were standing outside their vehicles photographing the wooly parade. The sheep are owned by a local rancher who employs additional people to help him with his business.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	National forests are managed for multiple uses, which helps provide a diversity of jobs. In our area, it is estimated that 1,100 part-time and fulltime jobs are the result of commercial activities and recreation opportunities on the Rio Grande National Forest. It is also estimated that the forest adds $55 million to the gross regional product. 
I have to admit that I have no idea how these numbers were determined and I don’t know if the $55 million figure includes the value of the water that flows off the forest or the clean air produced by the trees, shrubs, forbs and grasses. I do know that national forests have similar impacts on local communities throughout the country. 
Several years ago a national study was published that showed eighty percent of the economy of communities directly adjoining national forests was tied to those public lands. To state the obvious, that’s pretty significant. But what I appreciate the most is the diversity of jobs, thus the diversity of people, linked to national forests. Each of these individuals is a thread in the colorful cultural tapestry of our local communities. 
I hiked back down to my truck as the sun sank towards the western horizon. Yellow dwarf willows glowed among the dark red ground-hugging whortleberry. Down in the deep creek valley below, an elk bugled. Or was that a hunter? Regardless, I stopped to listen to that beautiful sound that elicits feelings of the wild.
The landscape, the wildlife, the people…. I don’t know about you, but I live here on purpose.
End note: The Rio Grande National Forest will hold four more forest plan revision meetings during the first two weeks of November. Since all activities that occur on the forest link back to the forest plan, it is important for a diversity of people to participate to ensure the plan considers the multiple uses, values and lifestyles of everyone who uses and benefits from these important public lands.
	Mike Blakeman is the public affairs officer for the Rio Grande National Forest.  He spends much of his free time scrambling around the mountains with a camera in his hand.
