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PALM SPRINGS, Calif. -- While many traditional economic sectors in the
West may be on the wane, outdoor recreation is booming, and Western
states should do more to take advantage of that trend, industry
experts and governors from the region said at a meeting here this
week.
 
The recent economic downturn has turned the region's housing boom to
bust and has crimped traditional resource-based industries such as
logging and mining. But the region's world-famous national parks, ski
resorts and other outdoor attractions are drawing more visitors than
ever, giving many of the West's 19 states an edge in weathering the
economic slump.
 
More than 50 percent of Americans now participate in some kind of
outdoor activity, whether it's hiking, skiing, hunting, bird-watching
or some other pursuit, and outdoor recreation generates $289 billion
in sales each year, said Frank Hugelmeyer, president and CEO of the
Outdoor Industry Association.
Joshua Tree
 
While many of the West's traditional economic sectors remain in a
slump, the region's national parks and recreation areas continue to
draw millions of tourists, helping to prop up local and regional
economies. Joshua Tree National Park has remained a major
economic engine for San Bernardino County, an official told the
Western Governors Association. 
 
"You have this incredible vote of confidence from the American public
about what's important to them. This is where they've spent their
money," he told the governors yesterday during the Western Governors'
Association's winter meeting here, which continues today. "It's not a
luxury. It's a must-have industry. And we're Western-led."
 
San Bernardino County Supervisor Neil Derry said his county has
benefited tremendously from the outdoor recreation boom.
 
"Our economy has been based on housing, and as that collapsed so has
our economy," he told the governors. "The one area of growth we have
seen and continue to see is tourism."
 
Joshua Tree National Park and Bear Lake, a ski resort, are key
contributors to the county's coffers, he added, noting that the park
attracts 1.3 million visitors a year. "Joshua Tree National Park is a
real treasure we want to continue to protect," he said. "They're
spending money in our hotels and restaurants."
 
And yet the economic importance of the outdoor recreation industry is
often poorly understood by elected officials and the public,
Hugelmeyer said.

New marketing push
 
To help change that, WGA, under the leadership of Washington Gov.
Christine Gregoire (D), has launched an initiative called "Get Out
West," designed to boost awareness of the magnitude of the industry in
the region and promote outdoor tourism.
 
As part of that effort, WGA is undertaking a comprehensive,
collaborative study of the outdoor recreation industry in the West.
The study, first proposed by the governors at their annual meeting
last summer in Coeur d'Alene, Idaho, is now under way. The team
working on the initiative, which includes the Outdoor Industry
Association, the Motorcycle Industry Council and WGA staff, will
present its findings at next summer's annual meeting, to be held in
Cle Elum, Wash.
 
"We've agreed to work together to assess the true size of the
recreation industry and how it relates to each of our states," said
Kathy Van Kleeck, senior vice president of government relations for
the Motorcycle Industry Council. "And understanding the recreation
activities the people in the West like to participate in is key to
ensuring the continued momentum of the industry."
 
But encouraging outdoor recreation is also about helping people
understand why it's important to appreciate and protect the West's
spectacular landscapes, Gregoire said.
 
"The 'Get Out West' campaign is about more than economy; it's about
why we came here, stayed here and what we want to pass along to our
children," she said.

Arizona Gov. Jan Brewer (R), a frequent target of environmental
groups, said she learned something new from the session about the
importance of outdoor recreation to the region and will put that new
knowledge to use in her home state.
 
"My eyes have been opened, and I'll be honest with you, I didn't
expect that," said Brewer, who grew up in the Los Angeles area and has
visited Joshua Tree National Park.
 
"Listening to you all, I'm very inspired. ... I remember the beauty of
Joshua Tree and it's stirred me to go home and use it for our economy,
but also our enjoyment. We forget sometimes what it means to our
quality of life and our economy and experiences. I'm going to do a
better job of that."
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