Upstate Forever
‘looks at the forest’
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Group an example of turn toward local environmentalism

By Jason Zacher
ENVIRCNMENTAL WRITER
|zacher @greenvillenews.com

Brad Wyche gets calls
every day from people who
want help with environ-
mental problems.

He turms many of them
away, sadly, he says, but
the calls are evidence that
the public knows Upstate
Forever. Since it began in
Wyche's home in 1998, the
group has risen to a re-
gional environmental advo-
cacy group with 1,646
members, seven paid staff-
ers and recognition
throughout the Southeast.

Like any group promot-
ing change to protect the
envirenment, Upstate For-
ever is not loved hy all, but
Wyche said he started the
group to spawn public de-
bate as the Upstale began
to boom,

“I had a lifelong interest
in environmental issues,
and there was no organiza-
tion speaking out on these
issues,” he said, "We've
stepped in and flled the
void."

Groups like Upstate
Forever are the new wave
in environmental activism,
said Bob Thomas, director
of the Center for Environ-
mental Communications at
Loyola University in New
Orleans. He said during
the 1990s, many local peo-
ple saw the major national
environmental groups get-
ting too big and unrespon-
sive, so they turned local.

Upstate Forever does
good work, said Robert G.
“Butch” Taylor of the
Greenville Counly Taxpay-
ers Association, He said his
criticisms of the group are
not necessarily about 1deol-
ogy, but methodolugy.

“They're not all good,
but they're nol all bad ei-
ther,” he said. “(Wyche} is
nol my enemy by any
means.”

Taylor, who supports
private property rights,
said he can't support strict
zoning and “smart growth”
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Wyche, founder of Up
state Forever, and Diane
Eldndge, also of the grotp,
look over paperwork.

policies advocated by Up-
state Forever, and opposes
the group's search for con-
servation easements.

“We've abused the land,
but we don't have to apply
these overall blankets,”
Taylor sajd.

Other environmental
groups are impressed with
Upstate Forever's rapid
rise. The group is doing
important work, said Jill
Johnson, Southern feld or-
ganizer for U.S. PIRG in
Atlanta, a nonpartisan pub-
lic interest group.

“Some environmental b

groups might have looked
at a relatively conservalive
area such as the Upstate

and written it off,” Johnson §

See FOREVERon page 5B |
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said. “But I think they have been
extremely smart and strategic in
cheesing to tackle issues that ev-
eryone can relate to, like sensible
growth,”

Thomas said conservative
areas spmetimes are strong sup-
porters of localized environ-
mental advocacy.

“Just because it is a conserva-
tive area doesn't mean people
don’t care about environmental
1ssuies,” he said. “They don't want
Washington solving their prob-
lems.”

In its first five years, Upstate
Forever has tried to focus the
area’s attention on smart and
sustainable growth policies, an
idea roundly criticized by many
conservatives and property-
rights advocates,

Supporters, such as Dell
Isham, director of the South Car-
olina Sietra Club, say many of the
problems the Upstate faces fall
under the umbrella of restraining
growth: ozone pollution, loss of
farmiand and wild areas, looding
and too few parks, among others.

°I wish there was an organiza-
ton like that for every region of

the state,” Isham said. “A lot of
times, environmentalists lock at
the trees instead of the forest.
Upstate Forever is looking at the
forest."

Upstafe Forever has scored
some important environmental
victories.! [t was a force behind
the commercial parking lot land-
scaping ordinance that was ap-
proved by the Greenville County
Council in 2002, The group also
fought and helped kill the State
295 connector through the Ty-
ger River watershed in Spartan-
burg. It helped kill the Spartan-
burg County regional landfill this
fall. Wyche served as part of a
group that finally preserved the
Poinsett Bridge in northern
Greenville County and forced the
Greenville County school district
to use green school technologies
to save energy and save money.,

But with success came set-
backs, like the overwhelming de-
feats in the “penny for parks” ref-
erendum in Greenville Coupty
and the countywide zoning refer-
endum-in Laurens County. The
parks went down by 17,000
votes and the zoning lost by 20
percentage points.

“They were ambitious goals
but they're not total losses,”
Wyche said. *There's education
in the debate."

Wyche and Upstate Forever

plan to continue blasting away at
the issues they feel are impor-
tant, such as expanding its land
trust, which already holds more
than 3,000 acres in conservation
easements, The group is talking
with owners of another 15,000
acres of land. Wyche alsp wants
to nearly triple his membership
to 5,000 and raise an endowment
to take the pressure off of fund-
raising.

That will give Wyche time to
educate and advocate. :
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“This is such a critical window
of opportunity,” he said. "Are we
going to go down the path Atlan-
ta look 20 or 25 years ago?”

Thomas said local environ-
mental groups that are well-run,
don't intentionally str up the
community and can connect with

.the population will push the envi-

ronmental movement through
the 21st century,

“If you go back 75 vears, thisis
where the Sierra Club and Audu-
bon were,” Thomas said.
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