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One of the first hearings staged by the newly made-up U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Natural Resources last February highlighted the importance of “our Nation’s Evolving West”. The focus of this hearing was on economic growth as it relates to the preservation of public lands, the protection of clean water resources, and the production of energy. The hearing yielded an initial impression to some that the current state of the West is seen in two distinct ways, depending on which political party you belong to.  

The Democrats on the witness panels were generally enthusiastic about the “new” direction the West is moving in – one that they feel is based on a diverse economy driven by technology and recreation, with less dependence on traditional “extraction”-based industries. Republicans representing rural areas of the West had a less optimistic message.  During the question and answer portion of the hearing, Republican lawmakers stressed that the Western economy will not survive solely on technology and tourism.  
Montana Governor Brian Schweitzer’s testimony put in perspective the concerns that many Westerners have regarding the balance between the old economy and environmental concerns, and his upbeat delivery made his message a compelling one. Congressman Pat Williams – also a Montana Democrat – took on a strong partisan tone, saying that Republicans have lost touch with Western values and economic interests. Mr. Williams cited examples of how western states are less dependent on forestry, agriculture, and mining relative to 20 or 30 years ago.  He believes that the Western economy is “healthier because of this economic diversity.”

The Republican witness panel that opened the hearing featured Congressmen 
Wally Herger and Devin Nunes from California, as well as Reps. Dennis Rehberg (Montana) and Greg Walden (Oregon). They called for reduced regulation on the use of Western land and industries that depend on that land.  Rep. Rehberg was dubious about the hearing’s optimistic focus, and questioned whether a robust economy could exist without a major resource component. Rep. Nunes spoke of well-funded environmental activist groups who, through media and legal campaigns, have “turned traditional recreational opportunities upside down” in the West. Rep. Walden walked through a long list of environmental laws which federal agencies and Western rural communities – located in the heart of federally-owned lands - must deal with. 

“Even simple decisions are vulnerable to lawsuits on procedural grounds,” said Rep. Walden. “The result is legal gridlock.” 
Most country dwellers – yes, those pesky “red” state residents who voted Republican in 2004 – probably would find themselves agreeing with the opening panel. However, all sensible Westerners likely realize that the future of our communities cannot become the topic of partisan debate. 
The resultant discordant nature of the two positions that emerged in the hearing was probably not the intent of new Committee Chairman Nick Rahall (D-West Virginia). The tone, however, does suggest that there are at least two camps of Westerners who see their respective backyards in very different ways. While it is possible to draw a distinction between the two views based on political affiliation, I believe a more meaningful disconnect is apparent when you compare Westerners who live in urban areas to those who live in the country.

For example, we are now witnessing vast differences in wealth between Western urban areas and rural areas. Well-to-do urbanites are helping some Western communities thrive as they invest their wealth in secondary residences in scenic rural areas. On the other hand, many other small towns are struggling with a poor education system and drug problems, as timber receipts and strong farm economies that once supported these areas are disappearing.    

We must avoid making further mistakes if we are truly moving away from a resource-based rural economy towards a more “diverse” urban-based economy.  We do not want a repeat of what many of us in timber communities saw in the last decade, when the federal government’s policy to decrease timber harvesting contributed to the impacts noted above. 

We are rapidly approaching a critical moment in the changing West, and much is at stake. This was the strong message sent by Dr. Richard Knight, a professor at Colorado State University, who spoke at the Family Farm Alliance annual conference in Las Vegas, one week before the “Evolving West” hearing. 

Americans – especially those in the urban areas of the West - must decide whether ranchers, farmers and loggers are an anachronism or whether or not they are fundamental, says Knight. A secure homeland is where urban people realize sustainable farming and ranching are possible. There has to be recognition that rural cultures matter and that the public must be ready to compensate farm producers for a healthy food product, and for the open space, water and wildlife habitat they protect.

This would be an important step towards making real progress to resolve the difficult conflict that exists between economic sustainability and conservation in the West.
Idaho Governor Butch Otter perhaps stated it best in written testimony submitted to Chairman Rahall:  “Our people, and our way of life, deserve better than to have our government further 'evolve' them out of existence.”
With this in mind, Chairman Rahall and other leaders in Congress should aggressively work towards finding solutions that apply to all residents of the evolving West, before the bubble bursts one day and we all suddenly realize what we’ve lost. 
