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A Report on Residents' Attitudes about Their Environment

Based on a study prepared by Dr. Rebecca Johnson and Christopher Farley, College of Forestry, Oregon Stare University,
and Dr. Kathlccn Bell and Dr. I!anicl Huppcrt,,ichool of Marine Aff'airs, University of Washinpon.



The Pacific Northwest Coastal Ecosystems

Regionai Study  PNCERS! is a multi-discipfinary

program ta study'and evaluate the ihterieiated

effects of human activities and'nat'ural changes

in oceanic and atmospheric conditioes. Experts

in a radge of disciplines 'are now gathering' dat'a
an natural systems'and saci'ai and economic
influerices in the 'PNi ERG study'area � the

nearshare ahd estuarine'ecasystems ot the

Pacific'coasts af yyashingtan and Oregon', 9y
' interpreting this fnformatian, PNCE RS scientists:
hbpe to w'art! with'resource'managers ta develop
better thats, m'odefs'arid databases ta protect the
envftanthent 'and safeguard fts resources. '.

The caastai resident survey ia one af several

soc'ia1 scfence projects completed as part at

PNt'.ERS. Other projects inciude a regianaf

economia anafysis, an analysis of demographic

treftds, a survey af 'scientists arid manaaers of

caastai ecosystem'; a/1 epalysis of ecosystem

ahd environmental mai6agem!ent and a survey'of
visitors to coastaf recfeatidn sites,..

PNCER8 is a joint effort of'the Oregon Goastaf
Managemeht:Program Washington Sea Grant

Program, Oregon Sea Creat Ptggram atid the
National Madne Fisheries Ber'vice's Northwest

Fisheries Science Center, ft is sup'parted by the

Coastal ace'ah Program of the'National Oceariic

and Atmasph'eric:Administration. Research.fs

'coordinated:w'fth the Oregon Coast@1:Salmon '.
Reaav'e'ty fttitfatfve:an'd:the U.B. Global Ocean

' Ec'asystems'Dygamics'�LGElEt.! and coastal

Ocean Pfaceases  COOP! programs.

The PNCERS Survey
To better understand how local commu-

ni ties use and appreciate coastal regions,
a research team recently conducted a
survey ofhouseholds z'n five study si tes-
~aqui na Bay, Coos Bay and Tillaniook
Bay in Oregon rind Willapa Bay and
Grays Harbor in Washi ngton,

The research team wanted to know:

+ How residents of the five bays value
certai n aspects of their communities and
surrouriding natural landscapes,

+ What aspects of the communities and
IanCkcapes near these bays are perceived
as changing � for better or worse;

+ How residents participatein outdoor
recreation activities tied to the natural

erivi ronments of their local bays;
What coastal residents think are threats

tv their bays; and
+ What managemerit approaches residents

prefer and how they acquire informa-
tion about the management and health
of their bay».

In February 2000, a total of 5,000 surveys
were mailed to households wi thi n 30 mi les

of the f't ve PA'CFI/S study si tes. More than
half rrf these sur veys were completed and
returned. This special report summarizes the
responses the research team received

Who Completed the Survey?
In the Coos Bay site. most �5%! people who
responded to the survey were tuen. Most  80%! of
the respondents are 45 years old or older. Fotiy
perceiit of this group is 65 years old or older. Close to
half ol all respoiidents sav thev are retired. Most
households are sinall, with over 70 percent claiming a
houschokl size of two or fewer people.

Nearly 40 percent of Coos Bay residents arc employed
full-time outside of'thc house, wirh another 10%

employed i ither patt-tiiue or ar home. The main
industries that provide employineiit are jtuubcr and
wood products, governincnr, retail/wholesale trade,
construction, transportation, real estate and
apiculture.

Over 55 percent of Coos County residents have
household inconus between $20,000 and $75,000

per year, while 20 percent have incotiies benvecn
$10,000 and $20,000 per year, Only seven percenr
have incomes below $10,000, and another seven

percent have incomes above $100,000 per year. Over
90 percent of residents have camcrl high school

diplomas, 32 percenr have college dipjotrias and 1 3
percent have completed at least some post-graduate
education.

What Residents Say About
Coos Bay
Msen asked to assess die irnponance of 15 different
characteristics of their comnuuiity, residents rated vieivs
and scenery, lower incidence of cnme, and recreational
opportunitics as the most important reasons for living in
Coos Bay. Residents also nine rhe absence of traffic
congesrion and low poptdation of the area. More than
half of residents rated these qualities as "very important."
Other survey data suggest that residents may have
moved to Coos Bay for different reasons � mainly job
opportunities arid the chance to bc near family and
friends.

Over half of the residents believe rhat job opporniniiie,
overall cost of liidng and housiiig costs are "gemng
worse" in Coos Bay  Figure 1!. In contrast, many feel
that water qualic! and views and scenery are "getting
better." An even higher proportion of residents believe
thar health care is iinproving.

"About a qut mcr of residents say Coos Bay is changing
so much that they are considering moving away," says
Dan Huppen, an associate professor at  hc University ol'
%'ashington's!ichool of Marine Affairs and one of fbur
researchers who prepared the study.

These resitlts show chai Coos Bay residcncs coilsidel lhe
small-town characteristics and nacutal landscape of'rhe
area as very impotent to their quality of life. However,
the ecoiiomic factors that drew these residents to the area

in thc first place, especially job opportunities, arc chanpng
cnotigh for niany residents to consider moving away.

ivlost  82%! of the people responding to the Coos Bay
suney say they have participated in ar least one of 12
outdoor recreation activities in their county in the past
year  Figure 2!. Overall, hiking and beach-combing are
rhe triost popular outdoor recreation activities.
Kayaking/canoeing and surfing are the least popular.

1Vlore people participate in crabbing and salmon or
steelhead flishing than in clamtning or birdwarching.
 'cncraljy, the residents tend to stick close to Coos Bay
I' or these actixlties rather than going to rhe outer coast.

Threats to Salmon and the Bay
Environment
As perceived by residents, the top fivc threats ro Coos
Bay are declines in fish habitat, oil spills, spread of
European green crab, logging in upland areas and
inunicipal sewage discharges  Figure 3!. Residents are
unsure about the threat posed by spread of'non-native
.'iparrrna cordgrass. In contrast, scientists rank the spread
of European green crabs and hjrarti nrzas the nvo highesr
rhreats to the bay. "The scientists are thinking in terms
of potential rhreats, while the residents are likely reacting
to recent events like the A/ew Chris»d oil spill of It!' !' !,"
Huppcrt says.



Figure 1. Changes in Community Characteristics Reer Coos Bay
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Figure 2. Participation in Outdoor Recreation Activities
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Residems perceived poor ocean conditions, degraded
river habitats in forestfan<1s and water pollution as the
top three reasons for salmon declines. They felt thar
excessive sport Fishing was not a very imponant cause.

Residents were also asked if they would vote in favor of
an annual increase in taxes over a five-year period to
help restore local coho salmon runs. The survey
explained rhat tax money would be spent on improved
fishery nianagemcnr and habitat restoration, which
would cause a doubling or quadmpling of'local runs,
When presented with a hvpothetical ballot measure
diat would Fund such a program, 35 percent of
residents vored For the measure, while 65 percent
voted against it.

Who Decides?

Coos Bay residents ovmvhefmingly support existing
parmcrships between government and citizens. They
also feel that county and state governments shouki be
involved in making natural resource decisions.
However, they do not dii ok that envhonmental groups,
city governmeru or industry groups should be most
itifiuenriai, "What stmck me as surprising was the loiv
ratiiig y'ven to city government," says Huppert.

When asked about cradeofs between environniental

and econoinic concerns, morc than half of residents

favor a bala<ice Ixmccn the two. About ] 9 percent feel
that thc cnviromnent should be a higher consideradon,
while 25 percent feel that economic considerations
should bc given higher priority,

Where do residents get infomiation about rhe Cx<os Bav
en<irotttnent! Thc fo& newspaper is the most popular
source, followed closely by tclc<ision. Residenrs also rely
on wonl of mouth, radio and the regional newspaper.
Residents rely lcxs on rhe Federal goveminent and rhe
Intcmet for this type of information.

Comparing Coos Bay with
Other Coastal Communities
ln general, there were more sirnilaritics than
differences among responses From the fiive coastal
communities surveyed. However, Coos Bay differs
in several ways:

+ Along with Yaquina Bay, Coos residents ranked
vie<vs and scenery as the most itnportant Features of
their conttttunity, in contrast to other hap, xvhcrc
absence of traf<c congestion or low population
densities were rated as most important.

+ Coos Bay residents perceive shoreline development
to be less of a rhreat than do other coasral

communities.

+ Residents of Oregon contmunities, including Coos
Bay, were more likely to participate in natural
resource based recreation activities than were their

counterparts on rhe Washington coast. In
particular, crabbing is more popular in Oregon,
although Washington residents more Frequendy
go clamming.



Coos Bay shotvcd the greatest extremes in
income, v,ith 25 percent making less than
$20,000 per year, and over seven percent
nlaking more than $150,000 per year. In
contrast, incomes in other conlmunities fell

inostly bct!veen these extremes.

What We Learned
"As expected, Coos Bav residents, like other
residents of coastal communitie~, place a lot of
vahie on the enviromnenul attributes of their

community, such as views, scenery and recreational
opportunities," says Huppert. They also value the
lower incidence of crime, absence of trHic congestion
and low population of the area.

Many resiclents are concerned about changes to their
communitv, such as increased cost oFIivhng and
housing costs, decreasing job opportunities, and
threats to die environment. Anhong these threacs,
residenrs are most concerned abotu loss oF fish habitat,
oil spills, spread of European glex.n crab, logging and
selvage discharge.

Furtfher, Coos Bay residents perceive that poor ocean
conditions, degraded river habitats in Forest lands, and
water pollution mav bc contributing to local sahnon
declines. However, when asked if' they would vote. for
a tax increase ro help Fttnd salmon recovery eEorts,
only slightlv over one thit I of residents said ves.

Residents rely prinnuily on the local newspaper to get
news about Coos Bay. 'This seems to be typical in
Pacific Northv est coastal coinmunities that lack

major television stations," Huppert sub!gests.

When making decisions about rhe Coos Bay
CnVirOmnent, residents seein lo favor exixting
partnerships bctvvivcn citizen groups and governmem
agencies. Furthermore, most feel that environm ntal
concerns should strike a balance with economic

concerns, says Huppert.
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Figure 3. Potential Threats to the Coos Bay Environment
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Who lives m the Coos Bay regian! About 20 percem are relative newcomers, having lived in the
area for teil or fewer years, These newcamers are more likely to have college degrees and higher
Incottles, alhd!nore are retired I'han longer-tertn resltlents. For recreation, newer residents go
crabbing locally more ofteth that t hnn get-term residents.

Why do people dloosc to live in Coos Bay! Far many newcomers, the low cost of living, climate
and weather, ihice people, dean water, fewer people, lower incidence of crime, being near the
ocean, view!s and scenery and the absence of tra%c conge'stiori 'are the main factors that drew them
to the c<n!htltunity and kept them Chere. For long-term residents, job opportuniries, good schools
and being near fanhily and friends are more important. Newer' residems are generally more
optimistic about the s ate of many of these attribures and, correspondingly, fewer newcomers are
considei'ing Noviihg away.

Younger resp<mdcnts ranked such characteristics as job opportunities, beitlg near Family and
friends, law cost of living, fewer people, and recreation apparr'unities as mare important than did
older residen u, hh ulrn, climate was a less important to them. They were generally more
pessimistic about. thc state of various community attributes, and more ofthem are considering
ma<nag av ay Frothh Coos Bay.
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