November 18, 2004

To Governor Baldacci,
Commissioner McGowan,

All Members of the Task Force

On Access

Maine’s commercial rafting industry began in 1976. Northern Outdoors, known then as
Kennebec River Expeditions, rafted 600 guests down the Kennebec River that year. In
2004, Maine’s commercial rafting industry has evolved to 15 outfitters taking down the
Kennebec River around 53,000 rafting guests, the Penobscot 15,000 guests, and the Dead
8,500 guests which we run on around 10 high water releases a year.

Our industry has transformed The Forks area dramatically in the last 28 years. With the
last log drive down the Kennebec River in 1976, and the development of high tech woods
machinery that replaced most of the wood cutters, the small communities in Somerset
County (one of the poorest counties in the State) were on their way to becoming ghost
towns. Today, literally every family who lives in this community is involved in some
way with the rafting industry. Our industry is the largest employer in our area. Rafting
has created around 585 full time equivalent jobs. Because of the demand for lodging and
restaurants along with the need to employ staff year round so they could support their
families and remain in the area, many of us have built year round resorts, catering to
hunters in the fall and snowmobilers in the winter. We also offer other “traditional” sport
activities such as hiking, canoeing, fishing, kayak touring, overnight wilderness camping,
rock climbing, ropes course team building adventures, and guided ATV trips in an effort
to entice our guests and their families to stay longer in our area.

Many of us have been working hard for the past twenty- five years building our
businesses including 150 miles of snowmobile trails, and attending countless meetings
with government agencies, NGO’s, and landowners in an effort to develop the
infrastructure in our businesses and community to become the “hub of the wheel” in the
Western mountains. We have invested a lot of “sweat equity” into this endeavor. Since
the inception of our industry, we have tried to develop and maintain good working
relationships with the landowners and dam owners- we consider them to be partners. It
has been our history to pay a head fee; we do not expect a “free ride”. The Department



of Inland Fisheries & Wildlife collects $1 fee per rafter from us. This fee is mandated by
law to be used for river related expenses only.

We currently pay FPL on the Kennebec $3 a head for 15 miles of road use, state of the
art put in facilities, take out, lunch sites PLUS they supply daily rafting releases to us. We
negotiated the $3 rate (was $6) in FERC (Federal Energy Regulatory Commission) dam
re-licensing — a process that took many years. FERC mandates that dam owners must
give equal consideration (besides hydro generation) to fisheries and recreational
uses in their project boundaries. The dam owner may charge reasonable fees to re-
coup costs only, not to make a profit.

On the Penobscot, we pay $2.35 a head for 30 miles of road use, daily dam whitewater
releases, put in facilities, take out, and lunch sites. Before FERC re-licensing, we also
paid them $6.

On the Dead River, we paid International Paper Co (IP) $6 a head for road use and put in
area use (minor improvements- porta potties and parking areas.) The 10 annual water
releases are provided by Kennebec Water Power Co (affiliated with FPL). The $6 head
fee that constituted ONLY 15 miles of road use has always stuck in our craw, so to speak,
as an industry. Since [P did not own the dam, there were no FERC negotiations. For the
past two years, IP demanded $7 a head with the promise of more improvements (more
porta-potties)- our industry voiced their dismay loudly. We met with IP officials on
several occasions, but did not prevail in lowering the head fee. This fall, we were sent a
letter by Wagner Forest Management Group for their client, Bayroot LLC (bought out
Mead Paper Co.) asking us to pay an additional $5 a head for road use to the Dead River.
We are shocked and dismayed- our industry always assumed that we were paying IP for
the ENTIRE road access to the put in on the Dead- how the maintenance was completed
and paid for was between IP and Mead. (first /2 of the road is owned by Mead, second
half and put in by IP). That constitutes $13 a head (including $1 to [F&W)- over $600 a
bus load — @ $15% of the cost of a raft trip. It is highway robbery- no other user group is
being asked to pay a head fee by Wagner or IP for this road section- we are an easy target
since we are deemed “commercial”. Would Wagner rather have thousands of “private”
cars driving to the Dead River put in rather than a handful of busses carrying @ 45
guests each- much less wear and tear on the road system! It constitutes discrimination
for the commercial rafting industry and cost gouging. We are being squeezed out of
business.

The State of Maine is at the cross roads as far as access to the north Maine woods is
concerned. Long live the old days when the upper half of the State was owned by the
timber companies who practiced an open land policy as a good will gesture because the
State of Maine had given them the tree growth tax break. Those days are gone. Now, we
have large tracts of land being sold off to the highest bidder. As an example, it was
announced last week that IP has sold all their land in Maine- over 1.1 million acres- 1/5
of the timberlands in the State of Maine! Either the unorganized townships and forests
are going to get turned into “kingdoms”; bought by wealthy people who want to lock it



up for their own private use, or sold off piece meal style and sub-divided. What happens
to the rights of those user groups who have had access in the past? °

What about landowner rights? Firstly, if a landowner buys a large tract of land to lock it
up for exclusive use, displacing traditional users, should they lose the privileged Tree
Growth Tax cut? Perhaps, they should pay higher taxes (double?) as an “exclusivity tax”.

Conversely, if a large landowner is willing to grant recreational easements on their land,
they should be rewarded such as being eligible for Tree Growth Tax breaks or Open
Space tax benefits. The State could buy their easements (Land For Maine’s Future), or at
least grant them tax credits (charitable donation tax write offs) over a period of years. If
access fees are going to be charged, a fair and equitable system needs to be developed
cooperatively.

[s it possible that the State could develop a permitting system for a large land sale (5,000
acres or more, as an example) similar to how they handle sub-division permitting? Find
out what are the intentions of the new landowner are? What is going to happen to the
existing users or leaseholders of this land? DO THEY HAVE RIGHTS??? How will the
State fill the economic void that is created when traditional user groups, commercial or
otherwise, who have had access in the past, lose that right?

The State has the opportunity, if it chooses to, to develop a plan to address these
questions in a fair and equitable way to protect landowner rights and what the State has to
offer- the largest wooded tract of land East of the Mississippi River.

We are Maine’s future. Our industry should be considered an icon for the State of Maine
since we offer a year round, non- consumptive sustainable economy. If the average
rafter spends about $200 for the raft trip and ancillary expenses, that translates into a $13
million dollar industry. That does not count other visitors to our area- hunters,
snowmobilers, private boaters, etc., nor does it take into account what else they spend in
State- meals, gas, stopping at Freeport to go shopping, etc. Statistically, rafters spend
more money in our State per head than any other recreational user group. More dollars
spent on rafting and ancillary expenses stay in the State of Maine (vs out of State- Ski-
doo, or any other out of State manufacturer, for example, as a snowmobile’s expense)
than any other recreational activity. The days that rafters were nothing but a bunch of
partying “yahoos” are over. Our customers have also matured over the years. Rafting,
once considered a high adventure sport, is now mainstream. Today, our guests are young
professionals, or families, for the most part. They have demanded that we keep re-
investing our revenues into indoor lodging facilities, and they expect good food and
service. We have to operate year round to support our staff and mortgages. Our highly
skilled guide staff not only offer their interpretative and environmental knowledge to
their guests (eight guests per guide), but they also volunteer countless hours in search and
rescue efforts, fire fighting, picking up trash in the woods, paramedic duties, and
stewardship in our rural community; a substantial cost savings for the State of Maine.






