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Trees, Parks, and People

Th e  northwestern corner of California—  
an area closer to Canada than to South
ern California in terms of distance, climate, 

and economic resources— contains some su
perlative redwood trees, many of them hun
dreds and even thousands of years old, 
which conservationists want to maintain for 
the benefit of the nation’s population of a 
thousand years from now. The area also con
tains a wood-products industry which cuts 
and processes timber for the benefit of the 
population of today. The conflict between 
these two worthy purposes lies at the heart 
of the controversy over the establishment of 
a Redwood National Park in the region.

The type of controversy that has devel
oped here —  a controversy over a govern
mental attem pt to attain long-term goals 
through the reallocation of resources within 
a small narrowly-based local economy— may 
be encountered more and more frequently in 
this increasingly crowded nation in future 
years. In this particular case, a num ber of

long-term objectives are designed to be met 
through the national-park proposals —  the 
preservation of a unique scenic asset, the 
promotion of ecological balance, the prom o
tion of proper resource-management proce
dures, the stimulation of tourism, and the 
creation of a more diversified local economy. 
This article, although not concerned with the 
pros and cons of this sometimes heated con
troversy, attempts to cast some light on the 
economic issues involved by describing the 
present structure of the redwood area’s econ
omy and the direction in which it may be 
heading.

The coast redwood
Two types of trees are commonly called 

redwoods— the big tree of the Sierra Nevada 
(Sequoia gigantea) and the coast redwood 
(Sequoia sem pervirens)— but only the latter 
is involved in the recent park proposals. The 
California coast redwood once inhabited a 
great part of the northern hemisphere, and
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fossil remains have been found in Alaska, 
Canada, Greenland, Europe, and Asia. Cli
matic changes, however, have limited the 
natural range of this redwood to the fog belt, 
6 to 30 miles wide, of the coast of California, 
from southern M onterey County to the south
ern tip of Oregon.

The dense, pure stands of superlative red- 
woods are mainly found on flat land, usually 
near a creek or river. (Only about 5 to 10 
percent of the redwood region is flatland.) 
The redwoods on the slopes are usually 
smaller and are mixed with Douglas fir and 
other conifers.

The redwood is a fast-growing tree and is 
considered to be of commercial size in 40 to 
120 years, depending on soil conditions and 
the intended usage of the logs (pulp, particle 
board, or lum ber). M ost redwoods die with
in 400 to 600 years, but some have lived 
beyond 1,000 years— the oldest one is 2,200 
years old. These trees are usually found on 
flat ground near creeks or rivers and have 
lived much longer than the average tree be
cause of flooding and silting. When two to 
three feet of fine silt is deposited around a 
redwood during a flood, the tree develops a

new root system and is given a new lease on 
life through the new nutrients and increased 
m oisture-absorbent area.

Thus, the extreme longevity and size of 
some redwoods are due to natural flooding. 
On the slopes, redwoods do die, but the 
species is ever-living because of the ability of 
trees to sprout whenever the parent tree is 
killed or disabled. Perpetuation of the red
wood forest can be accomplished by cutting 
the trees before they die of old age, or by 
leaving the forest in its natural state, includ
ing exposure to fires and floods; over-protec
tion may result in groves dying out.

W here the trees are
Redwood and mixed redwood forests ac

count for 1.6 to 1.9 million acres of commer
cial forest land, mostly in Del Norte, H um 
boldt, and M endocino Counties. Rem aining 
old-growth redwood accounts for 275,000 to
340.000 acres, mostly on private land. (Some
50.000 to 60,000 acres of old growth are in 
state parks, although less than 7 percent of 
such acreage consists of superlative prim eval 
redwoods.) A nother 450,000 acres of land 
which has been selectively logged still con

Lumber production in redwood area drops below earlier peak . 
despite decline, wood-products industry still dom inates local economy

B illio n s  of 8oard-Feet W OOD-PRODUCTS EM P L O Y M E N T
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tains considerable amounts of old-growth 
redwood.

The two counties affected by the Redwood 
National Park proposals, Del Norte and 
Humboldt, contain large amounts of national 
forest land and other public land holdings. 
The national forest lands, which are largely 
in the eastern portion of the counties, con
tain Douglas fir and other whitewoods, but 
little redwood. The bulk of the redwood 
forest, except for that portion in state parks, 
is on private land. In establishing a national 
park, therefore, about 28,000 acres of pri
vate land and 15,000 acres of state-park 
land, mainly in Del Norte County, would be 
set aside under the Adm inistration proposal, 
while about 78,000 acres of private land and
12,000 acres of state-park land in Humboldt 
County would be set aside under the Sierra 
Club plan. Action on these and several alter
native proposals is still pending before Con
gress.

The stock of redwood sawtimber on com
mercial forest land, according to U. S. Forest 
Service estimates, dropped from about 36 to 
31 billion board-feet between January 1953 
and January 1963. In the same period, the 
stock of redwood growing stock, which in
cludes not only sawtimber but also trees too 
small to be classified as sawtimber, dropped 
from about 38 to 33 billion board-feet. Re
liable estimates are not available for Douglas 
fir, the other main commercial tree in the 
redwood region, but it is generally agreed 
that the volume of Douglas fir on private land 
has been significantly reduced by the heavy 
cutting of the past 15 years.

Timber and people
The economy of H um boldt and Del Norte 

Counties is heavily based on forest products. 
The lumber and wood-products industry em
ploys 29 percent of the labor force in Del 
Norte County and 22 percent of the labor 
force in Humboldt County. M oreover, these 
percentages understate the importance of

M ost redwood forest

lumber and wood products to the local econ
omy, for that industry makes possible the 
existence of derivative economic activities, 
such as wholesaling and retailing, services, 
and even local government.

The economy of the region faces severe 
problems in the near future regardless of the 
fate of the national-park proposal, partly 
because of declining timber availability and 
partly because of declining trends in both 
employment and production since the hous
ing boom of a decade ago. Redwood pro
duction has held up better in this region than 
other softwood-lumber production, but pro
duction in 1965 was roughly 5 percent below 
earlier peak levels. And a firm which owns 
land within the proposed park area harvested 
less than half as much acreage in 1965 as it 
did at the peak of its operations in 1958.

M ost forestry experts agree that the cut of 
lumber in the redwood region will have to fall 
considerably if the area is to supply timber 
on a continuing basis. In Humboldt County, 
for example, a shift to sustained-yield opera
tions could require a reduction in the timber 
cut from the recent level of 1,280 million 
board-feet to about 900 million board-feet 
in 1975 and 750 million board-feet in 1985.
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Em ploym ent prospects in the lum ber and 
wood-products industry will be influenced 
by other factors besides the projected drop 
in production. Rising productivity through 
autom ation is expected to contribute to a 
reduction in employment. On the other hand, 
the present trend toward greater timber 
utilization is expected to provide an increas
ing num ber of jobs for each million board- 
feet of cut timber. Two pulp mills are al
ready in operation near Eureka (H um boldt 
C ounty), while an integrated forest-products 
complex is under construction and a saw 
mill has been operating for several years near 
Crescent City (D el Norte C ounty), within 
the boundaries of the proposed national 
park.

Projects of this type, which are designed 
to meet the dem and for those products with 
the greatest m arket potential— for example, 
pulp and various forms of particle-board and 
chipboard— will not eliminate the depend
ence of northwestern California on a timber 
economy. Yet, opportunities to diversify in 
other directions are somewhat limited. Ex
pansion of other manufacturing industries is 
limited by high transportation costs, because

National-park visits soar as more 
people ob ta in  more tim e and money
Millions of Visitors
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of the area’s distance from m ajor population 
centers. Fishing and agriculture also may 
not grow much beyond present size. A nd the 
discovery of major mineral resources may be 
ham pered by the region’s discontinuous rock 
formations.

The redwood region does contain major 
water resources, for it receives the heaviest 
rainfall of any part of California, but the 
development of water resources for export 
to other areas is likely to stimulate economic 
activity for the most part only during the 
period in which facilities are being construct
ed. However, one m ajor opportunity for 
economic diversification is in the field of 
tourism and recreation— which leads to the 
question of the proposed national park.

Parks and people
The main purpose of any national park is 

to preserve a unique scenic asset— and every
one involved in the present controversy 
agrees that the redwoods are just such an 
asset. They are the tallest trees in the world, 
they can be found in their natural state only 
along the northern coast of California, and 
they provide almost u n p a r a l l e l e d  scenic 
beauty.

In view of the nation’s growing population 
and its fixed land base, however, friction may 
increasingly develop between the attem pt to 
preserve natural areas such as this for recre
ational purposes, and the attem pt to utilize 
such areas to meet other economic needs of 
society. The national-park  proposal thus 
gives rise to discussions concerning ecologi
cal balance and proper resource management 
— and it also focuses attention on the amount 
of tourism-based diversification which it may 
generate in the local economy.

Rapid increases in the nation’s recreational 
needs are expected on the basis of the con
tinued expansion in per capita income, leisure 
time, travel, and population. The num ber of 
visits to all national parks has risen at an 
increasing rate throughout this century, more
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than doubling in the last decade alone. Simi
lar growth trends have been shown by W est
ern national parks and California state parks.

According to official estimates of park 
visits, recreation activities should increase 
fourfold in California between 1958 and 
1980. Recreation activities in the redwood 
area should increase at a slightly faster rate, 
so that the North Coast share of the state 
total may rise from 2.0 to 2.2 percent. But, 
as these figures suggest, the area may well 
remain a secondary recreational center, part
ly because of its cool, cloudy weather and 
partly because of its distance from major 
population centers.

Yet, despite such disadvantages, the draw
ing power of the redwoods is still very great. 
In 1958, 23 percent of the visitors to Jede- 
diah Smith Redwood State Park (D el Norte 
C ounty) came from  the San Francisco Bay 
Area, 21 percent from the Los Angeles area, 
and 35 percent from outside California— and 
similar figures are projected for 1980.

Recreation is a seasonal activity in the 
North Coast region, just as it is at every other 
state and national park in the West. In  the 
1964-65 period, about 80 percent of day and 
overnight use at Jedediah Smith Park oc
curred between July and September. M ore
over, border crossings on U. S. 199 and 101. 
the redwood highways, were more concen
trated during the summer quarter than were

Redwood-region park use 
concentra ted in summer months
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border crossings on Highway 99, the main 
north-south route.

A national park would help meet the 
growing need for recreational facilities in 
the N orth Coast region, but existing park  
areas also have a role to play in this regard. 
The 25 state parks— with their 105,000 acres 
— could be developed further, especially 
since eight of them have no facilities for 
camping or picknicking at present. The 365,- 
000 acres opened up by the lum ber industry 
for public use and the 753,000 acres of 
national forest in Hum boldt and Del Norte 
Counties already provide facilities for fish
ing, hunting, and hiking. And future plans 
envision the development of the region’s wa
ter resources through the building of reser
voirs on the Eel, Trinity, and Klamath Riv
ers. These reservoirs, being located in the 
warmer inland section of the region, could 
be used  fo r w a te r-o rie n te d  re c re a tio n a l 
activities.

Park supporters argue that the develop
ment of the park area for recreational pur
poses would assist the diversification of the 
North Coast economy. Since lum ber pro
duction in the area may drop during the 
next two decades, and since increased me
chanization could counteract the effect of 
increased timber utilization, employment in 
the forest-products industry may well decline 
in the near-term future. But as recreational 
facilities are developed, increased tourist 
expenditures in Del Norte and Hum boldt 
Counties would also make possible the em
ployment of more persons in the trade and 
service industries.

Impact: local jobs
One analysis, prepared by A rthur D. L it

tle for the National Park Service, considers 
the direct and indirect effects of future tim
ber production and tourist attendance in Del 
Norte County on other local industries. A s
suming the adoption of the Adm inistration’s 
plan for a national park, the study estimates

Digitized for FRASER 
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/ 
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

June 1967



June 1967 MONTHLY REVIEW

that employment in the county will be re
duced by 250 in 1973, but raised by 1,650 
in 1983, relative to the situation without a 
park. Employment in the forest-products 
industry alone would be 600 lower in 1973 
but only 140 lower in 1983.

This study’s conclusions have been criti
cized as being overly optimistic, on the 
grounds that they do not take full account 
of the seasonality of recreation-oriented jobs 
in the area— although the study does note 
that the tourist season is only about 100 
days long. The study has also been criticized 
for assuming that the large forest-products 
complex now p a r t l y  completed on land 
within the proposed park boundaries will be

constructed somewhere else in the county if 
the park is established.

A  second study, prepared by H. Dewayne 
Kreager for the redwood industry, analyzes 
the effects of a park removing 22,000 acres 
in Del Norte County or 41,000 acres in 
Hum boldt County, This study concludes that 
total employment in Del Norte County would 
decline immediately by 440 jobs, and that 
165 more jobs would be lost in the future 
because of the loss of potential new-growth 
timber on withdrawn land. The correspond
ing figures for H um boldt County would be 
an immediate loss of 729 jobs and a future 
loss of 425 jobs due to lost potential growth 
on withdrawn land.

Digitized for FRASER 
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/ 
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

June 1967



F E D E R A L  R E S E R V E  B A N K  O F  S A N  F R A N C I S C O

126

Figures cited in this second study suggest 
that direct employment losses could be offset 
by additional tourist “visitor-days” of 576,- 
000 in Del N orte and 1,104,000 in H um 
boldt County. These figures are not unat
tainable, since the National Park Service 
estimates that the proposed park in Del 
Norte County w i l l  attract an additional
1,200,000 visitor-days in 1978, and 2,500,-
000 in 1983. Furtherm ore, estimates of the 
num ber of tourists required to make up for 
job losses do not take into account the “mul
tiplier” effect of the tourist dollar, a portion 
of which will be spent by local recipients 
in buying goods and services from other 
local residents.

M ost employment generated by the park 
will be seasonal. As already noted, tourism 
in Hum boldt and Del Norte Counties— and 
at most W estern national parks— is concen
trated in the summer months. Park employ
ment thus should be concentrated in the 
summer period, and park  positions also may 
be filled by non-residents to a large extent. 
But the park should, of course, contribute 
to year-round employment in the initial years 
when facilities are being constructed.

Impact: local taxes
The establishment of a n a t i o n a l  park 

would also have an impact on the local gov
ernment units in the redwood area. Timber- 
land, timber, and forest-products plants ac
count for over two-fifths of total assessed 
valuation in Del Norte County and over 
one-fourth of total assessed valuation in 
Hum boldt County. The Adm inistration’s 
park plan would reduce the assessment rolls 
in Del N orte County by about $3 million, 
or 10 percent, while various alternative plans 
would probably reduce the H um boldt County 
assessment r o l l s  by a somewhat smaller 
amount, depending on the final decision re
garding park boundaries.

The establishment of a park would prob
ably not cause an immediate loss of tax

1166 Million

revenue, however, since provisions would 
be m ade for some sort of tem porary in-lieu 
payment. The A dm inistration bill, for ex
ample, contains a provision for payments 
to Del N orte County of 3 /5  
of 1 percent of the fair m arket 
value of private property dis
placed by the park. The pay
ment formula could be adjust
ed by Congress after five years, 
so that some uncertainty could 
remain regarding the duration 
and am ount of in-lieu tax pay
ments. A fter several years of 
park operation, on the other 
hand, assessment rolls should 
be bolstered by the construction 
of motels, hotels, restaurants, 
and other facilities to serve an 
increased num ber of tourists.

Sharp rise in recreation 
activ ities p ro jec ted fo r 1980 
in Ca lifo rn ia  parks and also 
in state 's North  Coast region
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The counties affected will still face the 
problem of diminishing timber assessments 
over the next several years, whether or not 
a national park is developed. The remaining 
volume of timber on land which has been
70 percent or more logged is not taxed, so 
that as lumbering activity continues to out
pace new timber growth— as is projected for 
at least the next two decades— the assessed 
value of timber will decline. This loss may 
be partially offset, however, by additions 
to the tax rolls of new plants as the wood- 
based industries move towards more com
plete timber utilization.

W hatever the outcome of the controversy 
over the national-park proposal, there is 
widespread agreement that the northwestern 
corner of California will remain strongly 
based on a timber economy, especially after 
the transition to a sustained-yield cutting 
policy is completed. A t the same time, the 
scenic attractions of this magnificent big-tree 
country— along with the rapid expansion of 
the national demand for recreation— should 
provide increasing opportunities for redwood 
area businessmen to diversify into tourist- 
based activities.

— Jacob Toby and Robert Hermanson

Artwork by R, Mansfield
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