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Coos Bay LiviNG:
PRrOFILE OF A COMMUNITY IN TRANSITION

A Report on Residents' Attitudes about Their Environment

ed on a study prepared by Dr. Rebecea Johnson and Christopher Farley, College of Forestry, Oregon Seate University

nd Dr. Kathleen Bell and Dr. Daniel Hup hool of Marine A U




The PNCERS Survey

To better understand bow local commu-
nities use and appreciate coastal regions,
a research team recently conducted a
survey of households in five study sites —
Yaquina Bay, Coos Bay and 1illamook
Bay in Oregon and Willapa Bay and
Grays Harbor in Washington.

The research team wanted to know:

& How residents of the five bays value
certain aspects of their communities and
surrounding natural landscapes;

& What aspects of the communities and
landscapes near these bays are perceived
as changing — for better or worse;

& How residents participate in outdoor
recreation activities tied to the natural
environiments of their local bays;

& What coastal residents think are threats
1 their bays; and

& What management approaches vesidents
prefer and how they acquire informa-
tion abowt the management and health

of their bays.

In February 2000, a total of 5,000 surveys
were mailed to households within 30 miles
of the five PNCERS study sites. More than
half of these surveys were completed and
revurned. This special report summarizes the
responses the research team recetved,

Who Completed the Survey?
In the Coos Bay site, mast (75%) people who
rcsponded to the survey were men. Most (8096) of
the respondents are 45 years old or older. Forty
percent of this group is 65 years old or older. Close o
half of all respondents say they are retired. Most
houscholds are small, with over 70 percent claiming a
houschold size of two or fewer people.

Nearly 40 percent of Coos Bay residents arc employed
full-time outside of the house, with another 10%
employed cither part-time or at home. The main
industries tha provide employment are lumber and
wood products, government, retail/ wholesale crade,
construction, transportation, real estate and
agriculture.

Over 35 percent of Coos County residents have
household incomes between $20,000 and $75,000
per year, while 20 percent have incomes between
$10,000 and $20,000 per year, Only seven percent
have incomes below $10,000, and another seven
percent have incemes above 100,000 per vear. Over
90 percent of residents have carned high school

diplomas, 32 percent have college diplomas and 13
percent have completed at least some post-graduate
education.

What Residents Say About

Coos Bay

When asked to assess the importance of 15 different
characteristics of their community, residents rated views
and scenery, lower incidence of crime, and recreational
opportunitics as the most important reasons for living in
Coos Bay. Residents alse value the absence of wraffic
congestion and low population of the area. More than
half of residents rated these qualities as “very important.”
Other survey data sugpest that residents may have
moved te Coos Bay for different reasons—mainly job
opportunities and the chance to be near family and
friends.

Over haif of the residents believe that job opportunities,
overall cost of living and housing costs arc “getting
worse” in Coos Bay (Figure 1). In contrast, many fecl
that water quality and views and scenery are “getting
berter.” An even higher proportion of residents believe
thar health cate is improving,

“Abour a quarter of residents say Coos Bay is changing
so-much that they are considering moving away,” says
Dan Huppert, an associate professor at the Universiry of
Washington's School of Marine Affairs and one of four
researchers who prepared the study.

These results show char Coos Bay residents consider the
small-town characeeristics and nawral landscape of the
area as very important to their quality of life. However,
the economic facrors that drew these residents o the area
in the ficst place, especially job opportunities, are changing
enough for many residents w consider moving away.
Most (82%) of the peaple responding w the Coos Bay
survey say they have participated in ar least one of 12
outdoor recteation activities in their county in the past
year (Figure 2).  Ohwverall, hiking and beach-combing are
the most popular cutdaor recreation activiries,
Kayaking/canoeing and surfing are the least popular.
More people participate in crabbing and salmon or
steclhead fishing than in clamming or birdwatching.
Generally, the residents tend to stick close to Coos Bay
for these activites rather than going ro the outer coast.

Threats to Salmon and the Bay
Environment

As perceived by residents, the top five threats to Coos
Bay are declines in fish habitat, oil spills, spread of
European green crab, logging in upland areas and
municipal sewage discharges (Figure 3). Residents are
unsure about the threat posed by spread of non-native
Spartina cordgrass. In conurast, scientists rank the spread
of Buropean green crabs and Sparting as the rwo highesr
threats to the bay. “The scientists are thinking in terms
of potential threacs, while the residents are likely reacting
to recent events like the New Carissa oll spill of 1999,
Huppert says.



Figure 1. Changes in Community Characteristics Near Cops Bay
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Figure 2. Participation in Qutdoor Recreation Activities
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Residents percetved poor ocean conditions, degraded
river habitats in forestlands and water pollution as the
top three reasons for salmon declines. They felt thar
excessive sport fishing was not a very important cause.

Residents were also asked if they would vote in favor of
an annual increase in taxes over a five-year period o
help restore local cohe salmon runs. The survey
explained that tax money would be spent on improved
fishery management and habizat restoration, which
would cause a deubling or quadrupling of local runs,
When presented with a hypothetical ballor measure
thar would fund such a program, 35 percent of
residents vored for the measute, while 65 percent
voted against it

Who Decides?

Coos Bay residents overwhelmingly support existing
partnerships between government and citizens. They
also feel that county and state governments should be
involved in making natural resource decisions.
Hoswever, they do not think thar envirenmental groups,
dty government or industry groups should be mast
influential, “What struck me as surprising was the low
rating given to city government,” says Huppert.

When asked abour mradeofts beoween environmental
and cconomic concerns, more than half of residents
favor a balance between the two. About 19 percent feel
thar the environment should be a higher consideration,
while 25 percent feel that cconomic considerarions
should be given higher priority,

Where do residents get information abour the Coos Bay
environment? The local newspaper is the most popular
source, followed closely by wlevision. Restdents also rely
on word of mouth, radio and the regional newspaper.
Residents rely Joss or: the federal government and the
Internet for this tpe of information.

Comparing Coos Bay with
Other Coastal Communities

In general, there were mare similaritics chan
differences among responses from the five coastal
communities surveyed. However, Coos Bay differs
in several ways:

#* Along with Yaquina Bay, Coos residents ranked
views and scenery as the most important features of
their community, in contrast to other bays, where
absence of rraffic congestion or low population
densities were rated as most imporiant.

Coos Bay residents perceive shoreline development
to be less of a threar than do other coastal
COMUTIUNICES.

Residents of Oregon commugities, including Coos
Bay, were more likely to participate in natural
resource based recreation activities than were cheir
counterparts on the Washington coast. Tn
particular, crabbing is more popular in Oregon,
although Washington residents more frequently
go clamming,



¢ (oos Bay showed the greatest extreines in
income, with 25 percent making less than
$20,000 per year, and over seven percent
making more than $150,000 per year. In
contrast, incomics in other communiries fell
mostly between these extremes.

What We Learned

“As expected, Coos Bay residents, like other
residents of coastal communities, place a lot of
value on the environmenral artribuces of their
community, such as views, scenery and recreatienal
opportunities,” says Huppert. "They also value the
lower incidence of crime, absence of traffic congestion
and low population of the area.

Many residencs are concerned about changes to their
community, such as increased cost of living and
housing costs, decreasing job oppertunities, and
threats to the environment. Among these threats,
residents arc most concerned abour loss of fish habirat,
oil spills, spread of European green crab, logging and
sewage discharge.

Further, Coos Bay tesidents perceive that poor occan
conditons, degraded river habicars in forest lands, and
water pollution may be contriburing ro local salmon
declines. However, when asked if they would vote for
a tax increase 1o help fund salmon recovery effors,
only slightly over one third of residents said yes.
Residents rely primarily on the local newspaper to ger
news about Coos Bay. “This seems o be typical in
Pacific Northwest coastal communiries that lack
major television statons,” Huppert suggests.

When making decisions about the Coos Bay
cnvirorment, residents seem o favor xisting
partnerships between citizen groups and government
agencies. Furthermore, most feel that environmental
concerns should strike a balance with economic
concerns, says Huppert,

For addirional infarmation on this and other PNCERS studies,
Contact
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Seaule, WA 981056716
206.543.6000
seagrant @ watshington.cer
wiw.wsg.washington.edu

Fax 206.083.0380
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Figure 3. Potentiai Threats to the Coos Bay Environment
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KriowYourNeighbors:

Who fivesin the Coos Bay. region?_Abour 20 percent are reladive newestniers; having lived in the
area fortervor foweryears, . These newcomers are mote likely to have college degrees and higher
incomes, and morereetired-than longersterny residents, For teckediion; newer residents go
crabbing focally:meresfien tharlongerterm residents.

Why do peop]e- eheoseito tive in Coos Bay? For many newcomers; the low cost of living, climate
and weatherynice:people; clean water, fewer people; lower incidenve of crime, beinig near the
ocean, vigws:and:scerierysand the absence of traffic &hg ‘tacrors that drew them
to the:communityand-kepe ther there. For long=tefiii esideénts; jold Gpposivnities, good schools
and:being nearfamily-and friends are more imporane: Newer tetidents sre generally, more
optiniiseic-abouchesiate:of many of these artribues and, correspondingly, fewer newcomers are
consideringmoving away. )

Youngeryespondentsianked such characteristics as job:opportunities, belog near family and
friends, dow costof living; fewer people, and recreatioii 6j5po e s nisté important than did
older:residents. e, climate was:a Jess important tothem. They were generally more:
pessimistic abousthestate of vadous communlty attribu‘tes, and more of them are considering
movingawayfrom:GeosBay.
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