Efforts to create a meaningful protection and restoration strategy for the ecologically outstanding Siskiyou Crest region have been discussed by botanists, hikers, and forest users for many decades. The most recent effort, led by KS Wild, is beginning a public dialog about the area and the incredible natural asset we have in our backyard federal lands.

The exceptional biological, recreational and economic values of the Siskiyou Crest make the area a high priority for conservation. The Crest, along the Oregon/California border, is a biological crossroads at the center of a globally recognized hotspot of biodiversity and its unusual orientation as an east to west ‘land bridge’ provides a crucial regional habitat corridor. Many species found here are found nowhere else on earth. (See www.siskiyoucrest.org for more about what makes this area unique and why it is so important to protect it).

There are many deserving areas on the Siskiyou Crest that should be protected. There are over 100,000 acres of stunning wilderness-quality lands that surround the existing Red Buttes Wilderness Area. More than a dozen botanical areas, several old-growth reserves, two Important Bird Areas, special scenic areas and other special status designations already dot the area, yet they remain largely unprotected.
There are also many areas that need a lot of work to recover the landscape. This region contains thousands of acres of tightly packed, even-aged conifer plantations, and tens of thousands more acres that have been thrown out of balance by decades of aggressive fire suppression. That is why a National Monument designation, one that encourages management to restore forests, watersheds and protects communities from wildfire, was chosen as a concept for both protecting and restoring this incredible area. 

Unlike a Wilderness Area, a national monument designation would allow for active management and even the potential of scientifically informed commercial thinning in these areas. The public lands along the Siskiyou Crest have not been a significant source of timber extraction for many years, and a more serious restoration program may even produce increased timber byproducts from thinning operations. 

The Siskiyou Crest is a distinct and cohesive geographic entity, but its management is divided between many overlapping jurisdictions that are uncoordinated and too often even in opposition to each other. The Crest is in need of a coherent ecosystem and fire management plan that protects human communities while allowing for the healthy return of habitat-enhancing natural patterns of fire across the landscape.

Many rumors have been circulating about what KS Wild is advocating in terms of a Siskiyou Crest Monument. Many people value this area for many different reasons, and we would like to address some of the strongest fears about the continued use and enjoyment of this landscape.

Hunting and fishing should continue unrestricted, and all major motorized routes into the area should remain open. All trailheads should remain accessible. One hundred per cent of the lands we are discussing are federally managed already, and there should be no limits to the access or usability of private lands. The permittees of the dozen grazing allotments along the Siskiyou Crest should only be bought out on a voluntary mechanism that pays willing sellers a fair market price to retire their leases if they choose to do so.

There is a large body of economic research that has examined the economic impacts to areas with large federally protected areas adjacent to their communities, and the results are very clear. Counties with a large percentage of protected lands have more robust, diversified and sustainable economies than those based more heavily on resource extraction, agribusiness or other boom and bust systems. 

It is unfortunate that our local county governments have taken the step to pass rash resolutions against a proposal that is still in the most initial stages of formation. But when we look at the history of successful conservation initiatives in the American West, we find a pattern of early opposition by conservative local governments. 

Klamath County, OR originally opposed the creation of the now beloved Crater Lake National Park. As did the counties on the Olympic Peninsula and Teton County, Wyoming oppose the establishment of the Olympic and Teton National Parks. Hood River County opposed the establishment of the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area. All of these designations have benefitted their regional economies while becoming sources of local and national pride.

The Siskiyou Crest is a national treasure right here in our backyard. Protecting this special place now is one of surest steps we can take to leave our children with cleaner and more abundant drinking water, an enhanced regional resiliency to the effects of global climate change, stronger local economies and a rare refuge of spectacular and accessible wild country right here at home.

