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I.  Where We’ve Been
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The valley portion of Lane County is characterized by a uniquely
diverse combination of metropolitan cities, small towns, rural
communities, productive farmlands, and dense forests.  Lane
County’s timber production is greater than any county in Or-
egon.  Located at the southern end of the Willamette Valley,
Lane County is the largest county in the valley and the fourth
most populated county in the state.

In 1846, Elijah Bristow staked out the first claim in the county
near Pleasant Hill.

Lane County was legally established in 1851, 11 years before
the incorporation of Eugene, the region’s first city.  The county
was named in honor of General Joseph Lane, the first Territorial
Governor.

The rural portion of Lane
County has not changed much
over the past 50 years.  For all
unincorporated land in the entire
county, the 1999 population of
93,465 is 1.3 times the 1950
population of 70,137.  The
population decline starting in
1980 is likely due to annex-
ations of some of this land to
cities. [Insert graph of popula-
tion 1950-1999

The rural landscape of the southern Willamette Valley today is
similar to the landscape in 1950.  Until the turn of the nineteenth
century, Lane County’s economy was largely agriculturally
based.  For the ensuing 100 years, timber played a major role
until the late 1980s. Throughout time, there has been little loss
of farmland in the region, partially due to few and small expan-
sions of urban growth boundaries (UGBs).

Most of the valley land in the county was claimed by 1860.
Early agriculture consisted  of raising livestock and growing
cereals, fruit ,and vegetables for local needs.  At the same time
that agriculture was expanding, mining, mills, foundries, and a
cannery were being established.  After mining ran its course, the
lumber industry grew and prospered on old-growth Douglas fir.
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“By 1900, the lumber industry had supplanted local service
industries as the major enterprise.” – pull quote

Over time, transportation routes developed for import-
ing and exporting goods, with the Willamette River
providing access to the Columbia River, the coast,
and, eventually, foreign markets.  In 1871, the Oregon
and California Railroad’s first trip through the
Willamette Valley, accessing transcontinental lines,
further spurred trade opportunities in the region.

By and large, the rural population in the region clus-
tered in what were to become known as rural commu-
nities: Alvadore, Cheshire, Crow, Dexter, Elmira,
Franklin, Goshen, Leaburg, Lorane, Marcola, Pleasant
Hill, Saginaw, Trent, Vida, and Walterville.  These
communities are settlements of long historical stand-
ing and several have grown over the last 100 years.
Many, including Goshen and Marcola, were developed
in conjunction with a lumber mill.  For the most part,
these communities have grown along major county
roads, often following river valleys, and, later, state
highways.  Over time, rural development extended in
a radial pattern outward from the Eugene-Springfield
metropolitan area.

Pleasant Hill, the rural community closest to the Eugene-Spring-
field metropolitan area, was the first community to homestead in
the region.   Settled in 1846, this was a place of rolling mead-
ows fringed with oak, fir, and pine between the Coast and
Middle Forks of the Willamette River.  Farming was the main
industry due to the fertile land of the valley floor along the river.
The Applegate Trail, now called the Southern Emigrant Route,
opened for travel in 1846.  During spring and summer 1848,
emigrants moved onto the lands along the Long Tom, McKenzie
River, and the Coast Fork of the Willamette.  In the 1870s,
people began to settle in the Mohawk Valley with the sale of
Oregon and California Railroad lands.  Whereas farming had
attracted the first settlers to Lane County, that land was largely
taken by the 1870s.  The principal employment for the new
settlers was logging, sawmill work, and subsistence living.
Much of the lumber was transported on the Mohawk and
McKenzie Rivers to Coburg where there were larger mills and
access to ready markets.  By 1900, the lumber industry had
supplanted local service industries as the major enterprise.

Logger saws fallen log in the
woods near Vida, 1957

“Pleasant Hill, the rural
community closest to

the Eugene-Springfield
metropolitan area, was
the first community to

homestead in the
region.”
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II.  Where We Are
Today

From the 1890s until the 1950s, the main settlements in the
Mohawk Valley—Marcola, Mabel, and Wendlin—were home to
many loggers who worked for the Booth-Kelly Lumber Company
in Springfield.  Walterville, Leaburg, and Vida emerged as small
communities along the McKenzie River wagon road.  The small
communities of Cheshire, Elmira, and Crow in the Veneta area
were formed during the period of 1852 to 1853.  Almost all of
these settlers were farmers or stock-raisers.

Over the last 20 or more years, several rural communities have
transitioned to retirement communities, particularly along the
McKenzie River corridor.  Data show that residents are getting

older.  In 1980, there were 902 people
over 62 years of age in rural commu-
nities; by 1990, this number had
increased to 999.  There are also
many second homes and seasonal
housing along this corridor.

Since the 1980s, automation and
limited timber harvests resulted in
drastic reductions in timber-related
jobs.  There was an 85 percent reduc-
tion in timber harvest on U.S. Bureau
of Land Management (BLM) land from
1990-98; none was harvested on
State of Oregon forest land in 1998;
and only 109 board feet of timber was

sold from the Willamette National Forest that year, down from
663 million board feet in 1990.

The rural area is much the same today as it was 150 years ago,
although urban development has changed the face of the cities
and towns in the region and has had an impact on the surround-
ing rural lands.

Most of the farms continue to be owner-operated, although
farmers are an aging population.  Truck farms have become
more prevalent and produce is increasingly sold at local
farmer’s markets in larger cities such as Eugene.

Pleasant Hill Grade
School, 1959

“Since the 1980s,
automation and limited

timber harvests resulted in
drastic reductions in
timber-related jobs.”
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Population

Land Use

Rural Acres by Zoning, June 2000

Commercial and
Industrial less
than 1%

28% - Exclusive
Farm Use

60% - Forestry

9% - Rural Residential

1% - Gravel and Mining

1% - Natural Resources,
Park and Recreation 1% - Public Facility,

Airport

Conflicts between urban and rural uses have intensified as
people who move into the rural area find their lifestyle incompat-

ible with traditional resource management and
extraction practices. Yet, these rural uses—
farming, forestry, and sand and gravel opera-
tions—are very much a part of modern-day life in
the rural area. The Lane County Fair, held each
August at the fairgrounds in Eugene, serves as a
reminder of the area’s rural heritage and the
agrarian livelihood that is still prevalent today.

In 1990, the rural portion of the region, outside UGBs, contained
about 55,261 people.

There are about 737,409 acres in the Southern Willamette
Valley.  About 670,000 acres, 91 percent of the total, are outside
UGBs.  Most of these acres, 60 percent, are zoned for forest

use; 28 percent are zoned for
farm use.  Farmland is concen-
trated around the urban areas
and in the narrow bottoms
along the rivers that form tribu-
taries to the Willamette River.
Nine percent, 57,863 acres, is
zoned for residential use.

Oregon land use laws require
land outside UGBs to be pro-
tected for farm, forest, and
aggregate resource values.
The land use designation can
change from resource protec-
tion in one of two ways:

• The requested change could qualify as an exception to State-
wide Planning Goals, in which case the county must demon-
strate to the State that the change meets requirements for an

Farmer’s Market, downtown
Eugene.
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exception.  These lands, known as exception lands, are pre-
dominantly designated for residential use.

• Resource land can also be converted to non-resource use
when it can be demonstrated to Lane County that the land is
no longer suitable for farm or forest production.

Designations for future rural development in Lane County were
determined in 1984 when the Lane County Rural Comprehen-
sive Plan was approved.  Hundreds of clearly defined clusters of
lands are irrevocably committed to residential, commercial,
industrial, or public facility uses or developed as such.  These
lands are not viable forest or farm land and do not have re-
source production capability.

About 3,988 acres of rural
land, about 7 percent of all
land zoned for residential
use, are in rural communi-
ties. These areas, desig-
nated in the Lane County
Rural Comprehensive
Plan, have an historical
and cultural significance
and a mix of residential,
commercial, industrial, or
public facility uses, such
as schools, post offices, or
rural fire stations.  These
communities have a
higher development den-
sity than those in more
isolated rural areas, a
more compact develop-

ment form than scattered rural settlements, and a commonly
acknowledged identity, usually reflected in a place-name and
often supplemented by the presence of a post office or school.

In land area, these communities range in size from the very
small communities of Franklin, Leaburg, and Crow to the larger
communities of Trent, Goshen, Elmira, and Pleasant Hill.

Many of the mills serving these communities are now closed
and dismantled.  For the most part, the land the mills once
occupied is unused and is not planned for future industrial use,
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The Lane County Rural Comprehensive Plan states the
County’s objective for future land use and urbanization:

“The County shall encourage new residential, commercial
and industrial development to locate within existing incor-
porated cities or rural communities.”

The policy further provides that future development outside
existing developed or committed areas be an approved excep-
tion to Statewide Planning Goals or otherwise meet Statewide
Planning Goal requirements.  In accordance with this policy,
Lane County may allow conversion of rural lands to non-re-
source use when it is shown that the lands do not meet state
and local criteria for farm and forest designation.

The Lane County Rural Comprehensive Plan also provides for
expansion of existing industrial and commercial uses.

“Existing industrial and commercial uses shall be designated
on the plan diagram.  Uses so identified shall be zoned to
allow for continued operation and routine expansion com-
mensurate with their character, provided significant conflicts
with other land uses (existing and planned) do not result.”

For the most part, it is unlikely that old mills and sites will be
developed for industrial uses, except perhaps the mill in
Goshen, which is currently in use.

The Lane County Rural Comprehensive Plan’s rural economic
policies state:

“Within the framework of these policies, the County shall
encourage the diversification and growth of the local
economy.  Primary efforts will be in the following areas:

a.  Cooperation and participation with efforts and
programs established by public agencies and private
concerns to promote and enhance economic develop-
ment throughout the County.

“Over the next 50
years, emerging

telecommunications
services may affect the

rural economy,
enhancing the capacity

of the hinterlands to
access information and

deliver services from
remote locations.”
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b.  Recognition of the value of local resources such as
timber and agricultural lands as the primary sources
of raw materials for the manufacturing processing
sectors of the economy.

c.  Establishment of land use policies that provide a
supportive environmentfor industrial and commercial
activities.”

Over the next 50 years, emerging telecommunications services
may affect the rural economy, enhancing the capacity of the
hinterlands to access information and deliver services from
remote locations.  Pressure for rural development may come
from people seeking a rural lifestyle, especially workers in the
information economy with remote service capacity and retirees
who do not have commuting needs.  This is likely to increase
traffic congestion, as more and more people travel into the
Eugene-Springfield metropolitan area for goods, services, and
urban activities.

Service availability, currently a limiting factor to rural develop-
ment, is key to influencing rural development.  Without services,
rural communities will not thrive.  The water supply in the region
is limited in both quantity and quality.  Currently, the trend is for
small community water and wastewater systems. If water ser-
vice becomes available to rural areas, it could support higher
residential densities.  Increased densities lead to an increased
demand for improved wastewater services.

In the future, natural resource and environmental protection
measures, such as the listing of Chinook salmon, will likely
continue to have an impact on the region. In the case of the
recent fish listings, the county and the cities will need to take
steps to ensure that their activities and programs do not result in
harm to the listed fish or habitat.  In the county, each watershed
area is developing its own biological and facility assessment
and approach to the current federal requirements.

Parks and open spaces are likely to remain an important focus
for the county as well as the preservation of rural communities.
In recognition of the desire to maintain the integrity of city
boundaries, the county will be an active player in future efforts to
protect greenways between communities.


