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MOUNTAINS

WORD FROM THE SMOKIES

Outdoor Economy Conference considers investment in recovery

Holly Kays

special to the Asheville Citizen Times

Born from the high, cold springs of
Great Smoky Mountains National Park
and destined for the Gulf of Mexico, the
clear waters of the Oconaluftee River
have a long journey ahead. The river
flows through the Eastern Band of Che-
rokee Indians’ homeland in Cherokee,
North Carolina, and joins increasingly
voluminous waterways as it travels to-
ward the sea. The Cherokee know this
southbound path as the Long Person,
yvwi ganvhida—a living being with its
head in the mountains and its feet in the
sea.

“Water has always been something
that has kept our community together
and going,” said EBCI citizen Jasmine
Smith, 15, chair and co-founder of the
youth-led North American Indian Wom-
en’s Association Daughters. “Water is
life, and without it we’re not going to be
able to continue anything.”

Smith spoke before a river cleanup
effort that NAIWA Daughters organized
in conjunction with the sixth annual
Outdoor Economy Conference, which
drew a record of more than 700 people
from 37 US states to Cherokee, North
Carolina, September15-18. As with other
waterways in the region, the Oconaluf-
tee plays an important role in the out-
door recreation economy, but its impor-
tance transcends dollars and cents. The
river provides drinking water, wildlife
habitat, spiritual renewal, inspiration,
and flood mitigation.

To the Cherokee, the river is a living
being deserving of care and respect—
even reverence. Traditionally, Cherokee
people would go there at dawn to pray,
asking the Long Person to take away
feelings of greed and relieve them of
harm, according to Juanita Wilson, an
EBCI member and the Tribe’s training
and development manager, who spoke
at the cleanup. In return, she said, they
would give the river space to live, adapt-
ing to it rather than changing it to adapt
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Tropical Storm Helene left this section of the Blue Ridge Parkway near Asheville

completely blocked by fallen trees, at left. Crews were able to clear it within six
weeks of the storm, though many other sections remained closed for much
longer, and some have yet to reopen. RIGHT PHOTO BY J. SHAFER, BOTH PROVIDED BY OF NPS

to human activities.

“There were certain taboos,” Wilson
said. “You don’t relieve yourself in the
river. You don’t clean your kill. You don’t
throw any trash at all. You honor it. It’s
giving you medicine.”

With each cigarette butt or plastic
water bottle they picked up, the ten con-
ference attendees who participated in
the river cleanup followed this ancient
ethos, gathering 40 pounds of litter and
adding to the impact of the Honoring
Long Person cleanup held earlier that
month. Wilson has organized the annu-
al event, previously known as “Honor-
ing Long Person,” since it began in 2021,
removing more than four tons of trash
from the riverside in Cherokee.

Dedicated stewardship like this was
highlighted throughout the 2025 con-
ference; the theme, “Investing in the
Ecosystem,” encompassed much more
than monetary returns.

“The outdoor economy is more than
gear and trails,” Amy Allison, director of
the NC Outdoor Economy Office, said
during the September 16 morning key-
note session at the Cherokee Conven-
tion Center. “It’s people, it’s place, it’s
purpose, and this week we’re going to
explore what it means to continue to in-
vest in our outdoor ecosystem with our
time, our energy, and our communities.”

The morning’s keynote speaker was
Lesford Duncan, executive director of
the Outdoor Foundation. With a degree
in biology and graduate training in pub-
lic health systems, he describes himself
as “the world’s most unlikely econo-
mist.” Though ecology and economy are
rarely thought of in tandem, Duncan
sees strong parallels between the two.

“Both are in the business of tracking
flows,” he said. “Economists follow the
flow of money; ecologists trace the flow
of energy, nutrients, and relationships.
Both are about systems of exchange—
systems that only thrive when balance
is possible.”

When it comes to building a strong
economy, the natural world is a “power-
ful teacher,” he said, pointing to the for-
est as an example. Aboveground, indi-
vidual trunks and branches reach high
in search of light, while belowground a
vast and interconnected network of
roots and fungi exchange nutrients,
send warnings, or even feed younger or
weaker trees.

“It is cooperation disguised as com-
petition,” Duncan said. “Strength comes
not from standing alone, but from the
sharing that happens beneath the sur-
face.”

Nothing has brought that lesson
home more viscerally than Hurricane

A conference attendee picks up trash
along the banks of the Oconaluftee
River in Cherokee.

PROVIDED BY JULIE MAGNUSSEN VIA OUTDOOR
ECONOMY CONFERENCE

Helene, which devastated much of the
Southern Appalachian region in Sep-
tember 2024. The disaster dumped 20
to 30 inches of rain across a large swath
of Western North Carolina with double-
digit totals in four other states, a report
from the National Hurricane Center
found. The resulting floods coupled
with powerful wind gusts caused at
least 250 deaths, 108 of them in North
Carolina. Helene triggered more than
2,000 landslides and caused $78.7 bil-
lion in damage, destroying entire com-
munities.

Left without working cell networks,
potable water, or any readily available
road map to normalcy, Appalachian
communities had to put aside their dif-
ferences and lean on each other to find a
way forward.

After the initial emergency response
phase was over, rebuilding outdoor

See SMOKIES, Page 4A
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infrastructure emerged as a priority for
the future. Not only is the outdoor in-
dustry a key economic driver in the
mountain region, but the peace and
healing that can come from time out-
doors became even more important in
the wake of disaster.

“There’s a lot of trauma in disaster,
and so we really do need places of
beauty to help us connect back to the
land,” Bradley Spiegel, a community
planner for Asheville-based Equinox
Environmental, said during a session
titled “Scaling Resilience: Building
Stronger and Safer Communities
Through Outdoor Recreation.”

According to the US Department of
Commerce Bureau of Economic Analy-
sis, in 2023, outdoor recreation added
$16.2 billion to North Carolina’s econo-
my and $13 billion in Tennessee. A Na-
tional Park Service study found that in
Great Smoky Mountains National Park
gateway communities alone, park visi-
tors spent an estimated $2.2 billion in
2023, supporting 33,700 jobs. Storm
damage forced public trails, roads, and
facilities to close, making travel diffi-
cult for visitors, survival difficult for
businesses, and the search for peace
difficult for survivors.

“If I can see a squirrel or hear a bird,
or maybe a turkey or an eagle fly by, my
day is made, and that's what it's all
about,” said EBCI Principal Chief Mi-
chell Hicks as he welcomed conference
attendees to the Cherokee homeland.
“It's about the tranquility, about being
in touch with the outdoors.”

Over the past year, much progress
has been made. Debris has been
cleaned from rivers, trails have been re-
built, and businesses have reopened.
As of September 15 the Blue Ridge Park-
way is now completely open from its
southern terminus past Asheville, and
on September 18 the last North Carolina
state park to remain completely closed
due to hurricane damage—Mount
Mitchell State Park—reopened.

“Things truly are looking up for the
western part of our state,” NC Governor
Josh Stein told conference attendees.
However, recovery is far from com-
plete.

“What I try to ensure people know is
that while our parks are open, there are

NC Secretary of Natural and Cultural
Resources Pam Cashwell speaks about
the importance of parks and efforts to
repair outdoor infrastructure
following Tropical Storm Helene.
PROVIDED BY KATY PERRY VIA OUTDOOR
ECONOMY CONFERENCE

hundreds of miles of trails that are still
impacted by Helene, and it is going to
take us a lot of time to get all of them
back open again,” said NC Secretary of
Natural and Cultural Resources Pam
Cashwell.

Even in Great Smoky Mountains Na-
tional Park, which was spared the
brunt of Helene’s wrath, trail and road
closures remain in the Balsam Moun-
tain, Cataloochee, and Big Creek areas
on the North Carolina side of the park,
and work is ongoing to repair damage
to some historic buildings.

Recovery will take continued invest-
ment in both environmental and eco-
nomic ecosystems, but if this year’s
record-breaking conference atten-
dance is any indication, interest is high
in making that commitment. True suc-
cess is measured not just in ease of liv-
ing today, said Smith of NAIWA Daugh-
ters, but in the health and happiness of
people yet to be born.

“Everything we do is not just for us;
it’s done for the next generation,” she
said. “So preserving our waters now is
our gift and responsibility for genera-
tions in the future. And that’s really
what’s keeping us going: the ability to
connect with our Ancestors through
our waters, recenter our traditional
teachings, and incorporate them
through everything we do in the mod-
ernday.”Holly Kays is the lead writer for
the 29,000-member Smokies Life, a
nonprofit dedicated to supporting the
scientific, historical, and interpretive
activities of Great Smoky Mountains
National Park by providing education-
al products and services such as this
column. Learn more at SmokiesLife.org
or reach the author at hollyk@smokies-
life.org.
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work or dedication of our valued team
members, and we are deeply grateful
for all of their contributions,” the state-
ment continued.

The notice included 169 employees
in Asheville, where the company is
headquarted off of Fairview Road, and
348 employees in Fayetteville. Layoffs
come as many regional solar develop-
ment companies have anticipated a de-
pressed market or layoffs after Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s “One Big Beauti-
ful Bill” axed tax credits for the indus-
try. Most federal incentives for the
growing industry will wind down in
2026 and 2027. Some will be done by
the end of the year, giving companies
just months to adjust. In August,

Trump said the government won’t ap-
prove new wind or solar projects.

Pine Gate Renewables employs over
300 people in the United States, and
has closed on more than $7 billion in
project financing and capital invest-
ment since it was founded in Asheville
in 2016, developing over 100 new solar
facilities in that time. The company has
more than 30 gigawatts of solar power
in development, according to its web-
site.

From 2012 to 2024, renewable ener-
gy production has doubled its share of
the country’s energy generation grow-
ing from 12% to 24%, according to the
Business Council for Sustainable Ener-
gy. Increased demand for data centers
and A.L is expected to require more en-
ergy capacity across the nation.

Will Hofmann is the Growth and De-
velopment Reporter for the Asheville
Citizen Times, part of the USA Today
Network. Got a tip? Email him at WHof-
mann@citizentimes.com. Consider
supporting this type of journalism with
a subscription to the Citizen Times.

Pine Gate Renewables headquarters in Asheville’s River Arts District, as seen
Sept. 23, 2025. WILL HOFMANN/ASHEVILLE CITIZEN TIMES
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