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I’m honored to represent your Colville National Forest and also our Northeast
Washington Sustainable Tourism and Recreation Team which has been working
together over the past decade to balance and improve the economic,
environmental, and social aspects of recreation and tourism in our area. Today I
want to share with you some of the challenges and opportunities we’ve
experienced in our region over the past year and how vitality, values, identity,
inclusivity, diversity, and durability play into our current situation.
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The Pandemic Effect on Outdoor Recreation
https://lnt.org/research-resources/leave-no-trace-covid-19-research/
• People are staying closer to home, but starting to venture out further
•
•

Limited interstate and international vacation travel
With many urban attractions closed, people headed out on their public lands

• People sought gear, information, and accommodations
•
•

The pandemic introduced a lot of newcomers to outdoor recreation
Recreationists are increasing the types of outdoor activities they pursue

• People are basing behaviors on clear communication from trusted
sources and comply with recommendations from authorities
• Long-term indications point to increased frequency of public lands
visits and people seeking a broader array of recreational activities
They’ve got the gear and have discovered their public lands!

 Early on in the pandemic our partners at the Leave No Trace Center for
Outdoor Ethics conducted studies on the effect of the pandemic on outdoor
recreation. Their findings seem to corroborate with what we’ve experienced on
public lands and in our communities.  At the beginning of the pandemic,
people stayed closer to home, but then began to venture out further. With
limited interstate and international vacation travel, and with many urban
attractions closed, people headed out on their public lands.  The influx of
newcomers to outdoor recreation and others seeking to expand their outdoor
activities, bought gear and sought information and safe accommodations.  The
study found that people tend to base their behaviors on clear communication
from trusted sources and do indeed comply with recommendations from
authorities.  All indications point toward increased frequency of public land
visitation and increased diversity of recreational pursuits in the long term. My
summary of the pandemic’s effect on outdoor recreation is that “They’ve got the
gear and have discovered their public lands!”
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Pandemic Effects on Gateway Communities
• Many rural residents were originally unsupportive of opening their
communities to tourists
•
•

As economic opportunities became more important, locals became more
supportive of welcoming visitors to their small towns
As public lands became impacted by more visitors, some began to question the
value of tourism versus sustaining their (pre-pandemic) way of life

• Businesses and recreation managers struggled to adapt to the
restrictions and guidelines
•
•
•

They struggled to provide the services visitors desired and missed opportunities
to take advantage of the influx of tourists
Many have adapted and have found ways to provide needed services
Business that sell gear for outdoor recreation activities were able to reap the
benefits of more participation by locals and visitors alike

• People continue to move away from urban areas - “Pandemic Refugees”
•
•

Telework flexibilities allow employees to work remotely
People want to move here once they experience what we have to offer
Play Here, Stay Here

The study also highlights some current and lasting impacts on gateway
communities. Remember the stories of people fleeing the cities, flooding into
small towns and buying up all their supplies in the early parts of the pandemic?
 Some people in rural communities were and some remain unsupportive of
opening up their communities to tourists. As the pandemic and its associated
impacts continued, locals became more welcoming of visitors as economic
opportunities became the focus. However as rural residents began to see
impacts to public lands and their own recreational pursuits, many began to
question the value of tourism versus sustaining their pre-pandemic way of life.
This is a dynamic tension I’ll dive into more later.  Ever changing and often
confusing new restrictions and guidelines challenged businesses (particularly the
hospitality sector) and recreation managers. Many struggled to adapt to provide
the services visitors needed, resulting in missed opportunities to take advantage
of the influx of tourists. Several have since adapted and at least one business
sector, those that sell outdoor recreation gear, have reaped the benefits of locals
and visitors expanding their breadth and frequency of recreational activities. 
Another pandemic effect on our gateway communities is the trend of people
moving away from urban areas or purchasing second “get away” homes. These
people are sometimes referred to as the “pandemic refugees”. More people and
companies are finding ways to work remotely and many people who visit our area
are more likely to stay. Of course, who wouldn’t want to live here if they could.
Some of us, like the Pend Oreille County EDC with their “High Rec, High Tech”
campaign have marketed our area to get people who play here to stay here.
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I don’t think I need to spend any more time telling you about what we’ve
experienced. You’re here, you’ve seen it, and I look forward to hearing your
insights. But I do want to get back to the COVID acronym on my opening slide
and explain how I think we find silver linings that can help us improve and sustain
our way of life up here in the best corner of Washington State.
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Challenges

The pandemic and uptick in visitors has certainly created many new challenges
for our communities, land managers, recreation providers, and our partners.
Thankfully what you’re seeing in these photos did not all occur in our area, but
they may be a sign of things to come. I know that you all have faced your own
challenges but as the saying goes, along with every challenge comes an
opportunity…the “O” in my COVID acronym.
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Opportunities

The study shared earlier found that people are basing behaviors on clear
communication from trusted sources. For some, the Forest Service may not be a
trusted source of information, but perhaps they trust the local chamber of
commerce, a recreation organization they belong to, a social media feed they
follow, or their local outfitter or guide. In Northeast Washington and elsewhere,
we took this as an opportunity to share messaging that will help sustain the
economic, ecologic, and social vitality of our area. A Washington Public Lands
and Trails Working Group formed to collaborate on messaging and field
operations during the pandemic. You’re seeing logos of some of the participants
in that working group and some of the messages they continue to share on this
slide. Meanwhile, communities such as ours in here in Northeast Washington
worked together to get messaging out and keep our communities safe and
vibrant. Our own TriCounty Economic Development District produced some
amazing videos on responsible recreation, choosing kindness, and supporting
local businesses. I’d love to take the time to share those with you now, but you
can check them out for yourself on TEDD’s social media sites or at the TEDD
Studios link on TEDD’s website. TEDD also partnered with organizations like
Colville Together to “bring the message to main street” and made staying safe
and being well a fun thing to do. Collaborating on clear messaging is just one
way we can work together to sustain the environmental and social vitality of our
amazing region.

6

Opportunities
• A place to stay
•
•

Not all visitors are apt to camp
B&Bs, cabins, yurts, RV rentals, lodges, hotels

•
•
•

Cellular
Wifi
Power

•
•

Guide services
Classes

•
•

Where to get services, gear, supplies, food
Recreation Maps

• Connections

• Gear
•
•

Outfitters
Gear rental

• Instructions
• Directions
•
•

•
•

Tiered to their recreation interests
Diverse platforms (digital, print, kiosks)

www.washingtonhometown.com
www.newashingtontrails.com

When we look at the three spheres of sustainability, shown here in the lower right
corner of the slide, you may notice that I’ve addressed some of the social and
environmental opportunities the pandemic has provided. The other sphere of
the sustainability model that presents opportunities, likely more relevant to this
group, is the economic sphere. I look forward to hearing your thoughts about
economic opportunities associated with what our area has experienced in the
past year and I want to take a moment to share what I’ve heard recreationists and
tourists are seeking. I’m seeing robust opportunities for the hospitality industry
in our area including expanded opportunities for accommodations such as
private campgrounds which can provide services like Wifi and power that aren’t
often available on public lands. I see opportunities for outfitters and guides to
provide gear and instruction to recreationists who want to try new things, and
rental services to provide RVs, OHVs, skis, snowshoes, boats, bikes and more. I
also see opportunities to collaborate on map making, and we’re doing that here
in Northeast Washington through NEWSTART and the Northeast Washington
Trails Collaborative. If you haven’t visited Washington Hometown or
newashingtontrails.com, it’s time you did.
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The rest of the letters in my COVID acronym represent things we need to consider
as we move toward a post-pandemic era. It remains to be seen if the shifts we’ll
see will be anything like what was experienced after previous pandemics or after
World War 2. Regardless, as our area grows we will be faced with many dynamic
tensions.
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Vitality

Values

The first one I’d like to share is the tension between vitality and values, the V in
my COVID acronym. As I shared earlier, many people in rural communities have
been reluctantly open to visitors and newcomers. They don’t want to see the
value or values of their communities changed by outside influences. Yet, when a
community’s vitality is at stake, this reluctance breaks down. Although this is a
dynamic tension, we can find balance between conserving the important aspects
of our communities' values and the vitality that visitors to our communities bring.
Many in our area still don’t want to see newcomers changing their recreational
experiences or the culture of their communities…which brings me to the next
dynamic tension we need to consider.
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Identity

Inclusivity

The “I” in my COVID acronym points out the dynamic tension between community
identity and inclusivity. Can a community retain its identity while being inclusive
and welcoming of other people and cultures, perspectives and experiences? Let
me share with you a brief analogy of the tension between identity and inclusivity
through a study of the Forest Service’s history and culture through which we have
found that we can be inclusive while we retain important aspects of our identity.
The Forest Service of the early 1900s was managed by foresters with a fairly
homogeneous racial, educational, ideological and social profile. If it was up to
them, National Forests would probably not be as open to recreation and other
public uses as they are today. It wasn’t until later in the agency’s history when
other specialists such as landscape architects, archeologists, biologists, and
recreation managers began to shape the Forest Service we see today. Yet, we
continue to retain the important identity and founding purpose of caring for the
land and serving people for the greatest good, for the greatest number, over the
long term. Similarly, our communities can retain the important aspects of their
identity while remaining open and inclusive of new people and perspectives.
Maintaining important aspects of our identity and being open to shifts in our
identity, while being inclusive will help our communities become more durable.
Which brings me to the last letter in my COVID acronym.
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Durability

Diversity

“D” stands for the strength and durability our communities can find in diversity.
Like a diverse Forest, diversified economies and communities are more resilient,
durable, and sustainable. Diversity helps us find balance in the spheres of
sustainability and can lead to economic, ecological, and social vitality in our
communities. As I mentioned previously a result of the pandemic is that people
are diversifying their recreation activities and we’re seeing more participation from
a more diverse group of people. This makes our public lands more relevant and
important for locals and visitors. As people visit and relocate to our
communities this will bring a diverse array of businesses, perspectives, pursuits,
cultures, and experiences which will lead to social, environmental, and economic
durability. This is what I see as the post-pandemic possibilities for our
communities.
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I’m looking forward to what’s to come. I look forward to the challenges and
opportunities that we will face together as our communities grow, diversify, and
strengthen while retaining the positive values and important aspects of our
identity. I also look forward to hearing what you all have to share. So with that
I’ll simply say thank you for your time and for all you do for our communities up
here in the best corner of our state.
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