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Conservationist in a Conservative Land

by Ray Ring

A New Dialogue for 1daho

Environmentalist Rick Johnson and Republican Congressman Mike Simpson ar e crafting a new language
for wilder ness protection, but not everyonewantsto speak it.

BOISE, Idaho — On a hot October afternoon, in the nation’s most Republican state, Rick
Johnson looks pleased but alittle weary. He' s on his feet behind his wraparound dek, fielding a
burgt of phone calls and e-mails commenting on his leadership of Idaho’ s biggest environmental
group, the Idaho Conservation League.

The issue of the day is wilderness, the purest god of the environmenta movement. Six years ago,
Johnson hatched a new strategy for wilderness protection in Idaho. And today it has emerged asa
bill in the U.S. House of Representatives, sponsored by a conservative Idaho Republican.

The cdls come from journdists and old friends, many of them congratulatory. The emailstend to
come from angry critics within the environmental movement, who think Johnson is sdlling them out
by making too many concessions. "It's very discouraging,” one veteran Idaho environmentaist
says later. "There is this chasm (between disagreeing environmentdists) that was never here
before. | fear there will be lingering damage.”

Thereis no denying that this wilderness bill is one of amodern species, a Frankenstein cregture
made of gtitched-together pieces that can't live on their own. To critics, it'sugly with
compromises, giving too much to ranchers, loca governments, dirt-bikers and snowmobilers.

Johnson sees some ugliness in it, too, but he also sees hope: It attempts to protect nearly 300,000
acres of icy pesks, lakes, forests and sagebrush valeys in the Boulder and White Cloud mountain
ranges. Explaining his willingness to compromise to get such results, Johnson says smply, "I'm a
political person.”

He s wearing jeans and a plain short-deeve shirt, no palitician’s outfit. On the walls around him he
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has tokens from which he draws strength, including an Idaho flag, wildlife pictures, and printouts of
quotes from wise men, such as the Greek philosopher, Epictetus. "It's not so much what you do,
it'show you do it."

With such thinking, Johnson is leading his group toward the difficult middle ground. He' sworking
with Rep. Mike Simpson, ajack Mormon with a passon for Corvette sports cars and flashy
neckties, and a near-zero rating from the League of Conservation Voters.

The story of how these two leaders came to cooperate on awilderness bill provides awindow
into not only 1daho poalitics, but dso the wider palitics of the environmental movement.

With the whole nation hitterly divided and bound for four more years of hard-line Republican rule,
this seems like an improbable time to make headway on any progressive environmenta or socia
initigtive. Yet if Johnson and Simpson succeed in staking out middle ground in ultra-Republican
Idaho, perhapsit can be found everywhere.

"I’'m trying to create a politics where we get past the default positions” Johnson says. "If dl | am
doing isfighting things, it means more fighting. If | extend my hand, who'sto say what will
happen?’

Some people who don't care for Idaho palitics scornfully refer to this sate as "Planet 1daho.” And
by the typica yardstick — Democrats versus Republicans — ldaho does ook like alost planet

for one party.

Republicans have largely dominated here since the 1940s, and since the early 1990s, their
domination has become dmog totd. In the wake of the Nov. 2 dections, Republicans will hold
fully 80 percent of the Idaho Legidature, the highest percentage of any state, aswel asthe
governor’s office and the entire congressiona delegation in Washington, D.C.

With their supermgority, the Republicansin Idaho’ s Legidature have concentrated on protecting
business interests. Huge factory dairies have become the top farm sector here, for instance, and
the Legidature has shidded them from citizen complaints about pollution and degradation of
neighboring property (HCN, 4/15/02). Meanwhile, the congressional delegation’s senior member,
Sen. Larry Craig, isachampion of the archaic 1872 Mining Law and of sdimon-killing dams that
benefit power companies and farmers.

Environmentd issues play arolein Idaho's distaste for Democrats. The Democratic Clinton
adminigration asserted federd power during the 1990s, reintroducing wolves, toughening
regulations on grazing and mining, and attempting to preserve millions of acres of roadless forest
by executive action. Clinton became the bogeyman to many people here, and they reacted by
leaning further to the right.

That tilt made it tougher for environmentdists to designate new wilderness areas. Idaho had an
impressive run of wilderness bills from 1964 to 1980, protecting 4 million acres. But since then,
every atempt to designate more wilderness has failed, even though the state has another 9 million
roadless acres that could qualify under the 1964 Wilderness Act. Idaho environmentalists have
responded to each failure by drawing up bigger and bigger wilderness bills, which have no chance
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of passing in the current political dimate.

Meanwhile, an ondaught of snowmobiles, four-wheders and dirt bikes erodes the quadity of
Idaho’ s unprotected backcountry. Four-wheelers aone have increased more than a hundredfold
since Idaho’s last wilderness bill passed. Led by the Pocatello-based BlueRibbon Codlition, the
backcountry drivers have become some of the noisiest opponents of wilderness protection.

On the wilderness issue, Idaho looks hopelessy paralyzed. But Rick Johnson hasn't accepted that
view.

Johnson grew up in Republican upstate New Y ork, earned a bachelor’ s degree in history and
political science, and moved west in 1979 to the Sun Vdley area, where he drove aforklift ina
lumberyard, then ran his own congtruction company. He got into hiking, saw firsthand the impacts
of mining, and started environmenta work in 1984, firgt as a volunteer, then as a Saffer for the
Idaho Conservation League.

Climbing a rung, Johnson hired on with the Serra Club in 1987. Based in Sesttle, he spent eight
years shuffling between the Northwest and Washington, D.C., lobbying Congress on nationa
issues such as the logging of old-growth forest and spotted owl habitat. Johnson admired Clinton's
effort to compromise and make peace in the Northwest. Then in 1995, Johnson took the
opportunity to return to Idaho, to run the Idaho Conservation League.

At that time, the Idaho Conservation League was caught in the anti-Clinton backlash. The group
was founded in 1968 to lobby the Legidature, but had shifted its focus to stopping timber sdesto
protect roadless federa |ands. That had put the group at odds with much of the state’s Republican
leadership.

Johnson began repositioning the ICL, seeking to improve its credibility, and to broaden its issues
and base of support. He paid more attention to public relations, making presentations to Rotary
clubs, Kiwanis and chambers of commerce, manning booths at county fairs, and advertisng on
public radio. Within afew years, he launched a"community conservation™ program, reaching out
to the neighbors of cattle feedlots and factory dairies, many of whom are Republicans, to help
them dedl with water pollution and odor.

"Fird, we have to have a did ogue with the public — we have to talk to people who don’t think
like us"" Johnson says. "The underlying vaues of wilderness, and clean air and water, and habitet,
are shared by everybody in this state. But we' ve alowed the legidative process to become
dysfunctiond.”

Johnson believes that many |dahoans across the political spectrum are ready to cooperate on
environmenta issues, because they have no choice. They face crises they can't ignore.

With Idaho wrenched by the fifth-fastest population growth in the nation, Boise and its suburbs
suffer increasing air pollution, highway gridlock, and sprawl. Theseills erode the qudlity of life that
attracts people and businesses here, so cities have begun to seek state funding for mass
transportation, and the authority to impose locd taxes for auto-emission testing. To get thet, they
need the cooperation of rura legidators.
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In return, rurd interests need the urban legidators to act on Idaho’ s worsening water cris's, caused
by drought and chronic overalocation of water rights. They want millions of dollarsin State money
to buy out farmers water where there’s no longer enough for al theirrigators, Indian tribes and
sdmon.

"There' sarecognition that things are changing,” says Brad Little, arancher, Republican legidator
and former High Country News board member. "Some of us are hating it, but some of us are
accepting it." Statewide polls conducted by Jm Weatherby, chairman of the Department of Public
Policy and Adminigration a Boise State Universty, reved 1dahoans underlying values. One
recent poll found that more want wolvesin the backcountry than not (about 42 percent to 40
percent), 54 percent want action on air pollution, and 55 percent support restoration of salmon
runs.

Even more tdling is the response to Weetherby' s question, "What is your political orientation?”
Though those answering "liberd" hardly register, and 42 percent answer "conservative," another
42 percent say "middle of theroad.”

The conservatives and middle-of-the-roaders are "people who generdly take the position that
government is wasteful, taxes are bad, agencies interfere in peopl€’ slives” says Rick Foder,
chairman of the political science department at |daho State University. "It's an isolated, Old West
assumption, but it's not mean-spirited or wacky. Those people aso tend to be
pillars-of-the-community type of folks. They're not so ideological, so you can reason with them.”

Johnson has tapped into those currents. Taking over an ICL fund-raising campaign that was
sputtering out, he' s built a$1 million endowment. He raised additiona money to buy an old
mangon in Boise, two blocks from the state Capitol, where he ingtdled ICL’ s high-profile
headquarters. Under his leadership, the group has grown from about 2,300 members to 3,200,
and from nine gaffersto 14; the annua budget has more than doubled, to about $1 million.

The Idaho Conservation League has reached out to Republican leaders, most noticegbly in Boise,
where the group worked on a Republican mayor’s 2001 initiative to impose aloca tax to buy $10
million of open space in the foathills. The initiative won 59.6 percent of the vote (HCN, 6/18/01).
So far, it's protected more than 3,000 acres of popular recreetion areas within the city’s
viewshed, providing resdents with a tangible reminder of the conservation league’ swork. It'saso
good for Boise's economy.

Johnson is't soft on dl the issues: His group has sued to reduce pollution from factory dairies and
apulp mill’stoxic waste, and againgt logging saes. But he frames the issuesin terms of neighbors
property rights and the public’ s right to clean water. He circul ates press releases that talk about
"improving" timber saes, not opping them. "WEe ve let oursaves, the conservation movement, be
portrayed as the problem,” he says. "We need to be seen as the problem-solvers.”

And, ill trying to protect more federa lands as wilderness, Johnson has reached out to another
problem-solver, Congressman Mike Simpson.

On another day in October, Mike Simpson is taking a break from Washington, D.C., holed up in
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his home in smdl-town Blackfoot, south of Idaho Falls. It's a modest beige stucco, a haf block
away from atrailer court. Across the street, a neighbor has a pickup truck up on blocks with its
whesls removed.

Simpson is wearing jeans and a checkered shirt. To have atak, he puts down abook he's
reading, titled Who owns the West? by William Kittredge, which describes aregion in "atime of
profound trangition.” His walls display one of his hobbies, landscape painting. He dso likesto
guote famous wise men, and rattles off the words of French novelist Marcd Proust: "The red
voyage of discovery isnot in seeing new lands, but in seeing with new eyes.”

Simpson isfull of surprises. HE sadentist’s son, and practiced dentistiry himsdlf for 22 years while
dabbling in palitics part-time, working hisway up to be speaker of the Idaho House of
Representatives. He gave up dentistry to run for Congressin 1998, because, he says, he finds
politics "fascinating.”

He represents |daho’s 2nd Congressiond Didtrict, which stretches from the farm country of
southeast 1daho to Boise. It includes the liberd Sun Valey resort area, but overdl, it's one of the
most consarvative, Republican, Mormon didtricts in the nation.

But Smpson is proof that 1daho voters still admire an independent spirit. They’ ve demonstrated
that in the past by eecting Democratic statesmen, such as Frank Church, who served 24 yearsin
the U.S. Senate, ending in 1980, and Cecil Andrus, who served 20 years as governor, ending in
1994.

Not that Simpson does't often take conservative positions: In Congress, he' s voted for ail drilling
in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, snowmohile traffic in Y ellowstone Nationa Park, and for
suspending environmentd regulations where fire-prone forests need to be thinned.

But Simpson does't cater to the far right. He breaks with his party on abortion and sometimes tax
policy, and he adso breaks his Mormon religion’ s taboos with an occasiond glass of wine or a
cigarette. He sold hislast Corvette to raise money for hisfirst congressonad campaign, and sill
buys 30 to 40 neckties a year, explaining, "The only thing that adds color to menswear isatie.”

When asked if he's a hunter, in a state defined by hunting, he says he' stried it, but doesn't care
forit. "1 don’'t shoot animds, they’ re too pretty.” He has no problems with hunters going for the
mest, but says, "1 don't agree with trophy hunting.”

In person he' s adynamo, and clearly, he likesto mix it up. "1 like to read things | disagree with,
talk to people | disagree with, like to understand how people come to different conclusons™ he
says. "If | agree with you, the conversation isover.” He even sees drawbacks in the state's
Republican domination: "The system works best when you have two vibrant parties, and theré sa
real contest of idess."

Simpson got to know the Idaho Conservation Leagu€e' s lobbyists when he was in the Legidature,
and he respected them enough to make a small donation to the group. When ajournalist asked
about the gift during his first congressond campaign, though, he refused to admit it. Then, shortly
after he became a congressman, he got an invitation from Rick Johnson: Come up to Redfish Lake
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in the summer of 1999 and spesk to ICL’ s annua Wild Idaho Conference.

It was a cruciad encounter. At the conference, Johnson and Simpson began to get to know each
other. And Johnson brought up the idea of designating wilderness in the nearby Boulder and White
Cloud mountains.

Johnson has the usud environmenta reasons for picking the Boulder-White Clouds. spectacular
scenery, prime habitat for mountain sheep and mountain goeats, wolves, dk and sdmon. He aso
has palitica reasons. The Boulder-White Clouds have no sgnificant logging industry, traditiondly a
tough opponent of wilderness. Lots of Idahoans dready know the mountains beauty: Their
crowns are vishble dong the popular highway through the Sawtooth National Recreation Area.
They're dso closeto an ICL pocket of srengthin Sun Valley.

At the Wild Idaho conference, Johnson took Simpson on an overflight of the mountains. It brought
back Smpson’s memoaries of family camping trips in the area when he was akid. Simpson agreed
to think about a wilderness proposal. From then on, Johnson courted Simpson, sending him
postcards and letters, visting him, having dinner together. "We gtarted listening to each other more
and more," Johnson says. ""He began to understand wilderness better, and | began to understand
the needs of rurd Idaho better, the needs of his condtituents.”

For awilderness hill to fly, Smpson needed to satisfy the ranchers who have grazing permitsin the
Boulder-White Clouds, the off-road drivers, and the loca government leaders who see wilderness
protection as another federal power play. It's a chalenge Smpson relishes. "My god isto improve
the lives of people | represent,” says Simpson, "and to accomplish something long-lagting. | want
to try to solve problems — that’s why I’'m here, to solve problems.”

Thereare alot of problemsin the areathat need solving. The ranchers are going under, hit by
regulations and lawsuits protecting salmon, competition from chegp imported beef, and risng
cogts. Cugter County, on the eastern and northern flanks of the mountains, has watched its mines
aswdll asitsranchers busting out. It's hard for the locals to see any economic aternatives, with
about 4,200 people scattered over 4,900 square miles, dmost dl of which isfederd land. And the
off-road drivers are worried about being shut out; they want to know exactly where they can —
and can't — go.

Simpson &t out to solve dl the problems at once, and made it his own wilderness effort, not
Johnson's, because that was the only way it could work palitically. He ran it as shuttle diplomacy,
meeting with each interest in small groups. He took each side’ s demands to the others, and
brought back the reactions, working toward something that would be acceptable to al. The
demands started out large, but he whittled them down. It took two-and-a-hdf years.

The Idaho Conservation League took the lead representing the environmentaists, and made
another strategic move by helping to produce an economic study of Custer County. It showed that
the county might reshape itself with better schools and a new post-high-school educetion center,
high-speed Internet access, affordable housing, and better medica facilities. It helped the locas
redlize what they might ask for in return for supporting some wilderness protection.
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Three months ago, Simpson took his proposal public in abig way, with a peech to a group of
Idaho’s movers and shakers at the City Club in Boise that was broadcast to a statewide public
radio audience. Vowing to craft an "1daho solution,” he said, "Everybody has to see some benefit
init, and everybody has to give up something." He acknowledged both the fun of dirt-biking and
the way the machines disturb the solitude of hikersin "God's cathedrds" He said hisgod isto
"separate uses that are inevitably conflicting uses ... We don't have to put a snow machine or dirt
bike on every acre in I1daho, just because we can.”

Simpson had crossed athreshold in modern Idaho politics: A Republican had come out strongly
for wilderness. Then, he went backpacking in the Boulder-White Clouds, and endured three days
of hall, snow, deet, and rain. "Nothing prettier than a good lightning and thunder sorm,” he says.

Thebill that Smpson introduced in the U.S. House in October was a rough draft till lacking
important details. Smpson says he'll reintroduce it in the current lame-duck session of Congress,
and the negatiating will continue, more in the open. Predictably, the competing interests —
including the Idaho Conservation League — say they want the details adjusted in their favor.

"It'snot abill I would have written," Johnson says, "but | am not in charge.”

The blandly named "Centra 1daho Economic Development and Recreation Act”" would hand out
millions of dollars of federa money to loca governments and ranchers. It would give severd
thousand acres of federd land to the locas for development. And it includes strange odds and
ends, like a promise to build "motorized recregtion parks' near four cities that are hundreds of
miles from the wilderness (see Sory a right).

The bill would kick motorcycles off sometrails, while alowing riders to continue usng many
others, including one that splits the wilderness areas. It would protect much of the best habitat, the
most famous peaks, and the watersheds of key rivers, while leaving more than 100,000 acres of
equaly wild land outside of wilderness boundaries.

Twenty-four environmental groups — 17 of them based out-of-state — have come out against the
bill. They range from the Sierra Club to Wilderness Watch. They know that protecting wilderness
has often required compromise, but they believe this bill gives away too much for too little gain.

The bill’s most controversia proposas are two land giveaways to Custer County: about 150 acres
aong Valley Cresk in tiny Stanley, near the Salmon River, and 960 acresin the Cape Horn area
near Marsh Creek, off the highway from Stanley to Boise; both are habitat for ek and spawning
sdmon. Many residents of Stanley aso oppose devel oping these parcels. Developing both parcels
would violate the rural character of the Sawtooth National Recreation Area, warns Jon Marve,
director of Western Watersheds Project, based in Hailey. The land giveaways are "a bribe, to get
the counties to sign off on the hill," he says. "Not that bribery isn't effective — it's extremely
effective. But why bribe them with something that has inestimable value? Ingtead, we should give
them something that has very little value: money. Let them fight and quibble over money.”

The critics dso want the off-road vehicles forced off more trails, to reduce the stiress on wildlife.
"Thisisabruta, cold country, where wildlife redly struggles to makeit," says John Osborn, the
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conservation chair for the Sierra Club’s regiona chapter. He has family roots in Stanley, and has
worked in Idaho’ s conservation movement for decades. As traffic continuesto increase, any
backcountry left out of the wilderness, he says, will become "an ORV hell."

Criticsworry that the bill reinforces the trend of Frankengtein-style wilderness, like the designation
of Oregon’s Steens Mountain Wildernessin 2000 (HCN, 11/6/00) and Nevada s proposed
Lincoln County Conservation, Recreation and Development Act (HCN, 9/13/04: A
water-and-wilderness bill kicks up dust in Nevada). Many of them aso oppose another
wilderness collaboration effort, in southwest 1daho’s Owyhee canyonlands, where the Idaho
Conservation League is working with Republican Sen. Mike Crapo on the Owyhee Initiative
(HCN, 12/8/03: Riding the middle path).

"I like him persondly,” Jon Marve says of Rick Johnson. "But | think he's become too enmeshed
in the legidative system — it'sa pider’ sweb.”

Strictly on environmental grounds, the critics are probably right, but the politics can't be ignored.
The land giveaways, for ingance, have more than a dollar value for Cugter County — they help
cam the prevailing locd belief that the federal government has too much land.

And the ICL is not entirdly done: The Wilderness Society and Trout Unlimited aso support the
Boulder-White Clouds process. "Thisis hard stuff,” says Craig Gehrke, who'sin his 19th year
with the Idaho branch of The Wilderness Society. "There salot of information and conceptsin
this bill, and right now, we re saying, the possibility of al the good outweighs the bad. Let’s keep
running this, to make it as good as we can makeit."

With the nationa dection results handing George W. Bush the White House for another four
years, and conservative Republicans increasing their hold on Congress, it ssemswe re dl living on
Planet 1daho now. Suddenly, the Boulder-White Clouds process has become widdly relevant.

The Bush adminigration will likely stay its course on environmenta issues. It will continue to
weeken regulations, gppoint federd judges who share its philosophy, and develop more oil and
gas on public and private land. And it will likely have support for this course from the Republicans

running Congress.

On the wilderness front, Rep. Richard Pombo, R-Cdlif., chairs the key House Resources
Committee, and he hardly ever sees awilderness bill he likes. Pombo has recently blocked
Washington state' s 106,000-acre Wild Sky Wilderness bill, for instance, even though it has
bipartisan support and is riddled with compromises.

Snowmohilers, other backcountry drivers and environmentaists who don't think they’ ve gotten
enough in the Boulder-White Clouds may try to enlist Pombo or block the bill in Congress some
other way.

Simpson, who won re-éection with 71 percent of the vote in hisdidtrict, is optimigtic. He thinks he
can get enough fellow Republicans and enough Democrats to go dong with the bill, because he's
negotiating enough support from each locd interest.
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"Most people want to see some resolution,” he says. "Most people don't want conflict.”

Environmentalists everywhere face the same questions as those focused on the Boulder-White
Clouds. They can work for increasingly ugly-looking solutions, perhaps making some new friends
adong the way, or at least defusing some old enemies. Or they can hold out for better times.

"Thereishope’ for better times, says Michael Garrity, director of Alliance for the Wild Rockies,
one of many groups seeking the ultimate wilderness victory in Idaho and neighboring Sates: the
Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act. It would designate 20.5 million acres of wilderness
in Idaho, eastern Oregon and Washington, western Montana and western Wyoming.
Paingtakingly, its backers have recruited 185 co-sponsorsin the House — but they're till severd
dozen short of victory. "Obvioudy, (the Northern Rockies bill) and any other good dternative isn't
going to pass while Bush is president,” Garrity concedes.

Those who hold out, though, risk losing more ground, as the backcountry traffic continuesto
increase, and as the adminigtration and Congress push more rollbacks of regulations and laws.

Rick Johnson and Mike Simpson remind us that even now, reasonable people can be found on
opposing sdes. They aso remind us that, as Simpson says, "Poalitics is about relationships.”

Paliticsis dso — as the late Democratic speaker of the House, Tip O’ Nelll put it —
fundamentaly locd. In Idaho, four more years of Bush won't create more water. It won't thin
Boise'swinter smog, which robbed residents of views of the spectacular aurora boredis — the
northern lights — on saverd nights this month. 1t also won't solve the conflicts between off-road
drivers and those wanting peace and qui€t.

But like people everywhere dse, Idahoans will continue to work on the locad problems. And the
Idaho Conservation League will likely continue to gain credibility with people not normally
consdered part of the environmenta movement.

Johnson is eager to track this progress. He has hired a pollster — the same one Idaho’s
Republicans use. In apoll last year, Johnson learned that 78 percent of 1dahoans were "aware” of
the Idaho Conservation League, and of those, 26 percent had a favorable opinion; another 34
percent had no opinion. Says Johnson, "Everything I'm doing should have a positive effect on that
34 percent." He expects the next poll to show better numbers.

Ray Ring isHCN editor in thefield.
Rep. Mike Smpson Washington, D.C., office, 202-225-5531
I|daho Conservation L eague Boise headquarters, 208-345-6933

The Wilderness Society Boise office, 208-343-8153
Sierra Club Boise office, 208-384-1023
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