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RECREATIONAL RESOURCES OF THE OWYHEE BREAKS
RECREATION AREAS WITH GUIDELINES FOR DEVELOPMENT

Abstract: Recreational resources of the Owyhee Breaks
Recreation Area are almost all of the extensive type such
as sightseeing, hunting, pleasure boating and rock-
hounding. However, because of the increasing use both
past and projected, it is imperative that facilities be de-
veloped to make these areas more useable and more en-
joyable to the public. Careful consideration must be given
to the types of recreation and the location of recreational
activities before final site selections are made. Sites are
required that are of sufficient size and so located that they
may be developed to fulfill these needs.

I. INTRODUCTION

The objective of this paper is to set out a realistic development

plan for the Owyhee Breaks Recreational Area. To meet this objec-

tive, the following problem must be solved: the determination of the

required facilities needed in the study area to satisfy the present and

future recreational demands. Five steps were followed to find a

solution:

1. field work to determine the amount of present use, and the

location of the concentrated use areas,

2. the origin of the recreationists,

3. determination of future demands through population pro-

jections based on the expected growth of the major suppliers

of recreationists,

4. determination of the type of recreation participated in by
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recreationists using the area, and

5. selection of sites which are suitable for development and

are located in such a manner as to meet the requirements

of the users.
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II. GENERAL DESCRIPTION

Physical Features

The 350,000 acres which comprises the Owyhee Breaks Recrea-

tion Area lies astride Owyhee Lake, an irrigation reservoir construct-

ed by the Bureau of Reclamation in 1934. The lands under considera-

tion are almost entirely managed by the Bureau of Land Management.

A small percentage is in State and private holdings. Owyhee Lake is

located in the central portion of Maiheur County approximately 35

miles southeast of Vale, Oregon (see Map 1).

Geologically the study area contains a wide variety of volcanic

and sedimentary formations. The term TTBreakstJ is aptly applied to

the erosional remnants of atuffaceous formation.

The vegetation is sparse consisting primarily of sagebrush and

grasses with occasional trees such as alder and willow along the

water courses.

The climate is typical of northern intermountain areas with hot,

dry summers and cold winters with precipitation coming generally

during the cold months. Climatic conditions exert a great influence

on the recreational use of this area as can be seen in Tables 1 and 2

and Graph 1 for 1966. That particular spring and summer were

exceptionally hot and dry.
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Table 1. Monthly averages of daily traffic flow at Owyhee Lake. *

1964 1965 1966

March 50
April 74 111 150

May 155 197 140

June 143 181 118

July 99 147 92
August 91 114 68

September 63 60 65

October 34 40 30

November 11 20

*Source: Oregon State Highway Department.

Table 2. Monthly number of recreationists at Owyhee Lake. *

1964 1965 1966

March 1,710
April 8,436 17,654 9,120
May 18,259 23,206 16,492
June 16,302 20,670 13,452
July 11,662 17,310 10,837
August 10,719 13,429 8,010
September 14,250 7,524 7,410
October 8,010 4,712 2,730
November 1,839 1,368

Totals 91, 187 100,879 68,057

*Source: Oregon State Highway Department.



Visitor Days
25, 000

20, 000

15, 000

10, 000

5, 000

[IIJ

April May June July August September October November

Graph 1. Monthly number of recreationists at Owyhee Lake.
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Owyhee River is the dominate and only permanent stream in

the study area. Succor Creek flows through the eastern portion of the

area and drains into the Snake River.

Cultural Features

The Owyhee Breaks Recreation Area was once inhabited by

about 50 ranch families located principally along the Owyhee River.

Construction of the dam forced most of these families to move. Mi-

gration has continued until at the present time there is only one

family remaining. There are about 145 people living in the environs

that are partly or wholly dependent upon grazing of livestock in the

Owyhee Breaks Area.



III. THE SUB-AREAS OF THE OWYHEE BREAKS
RECREATION AREA

For study purposes, the Owyhee Breaks Recreation Area was

broken into several sub-areas as follows: (See Map 2)

1. Succor Creek

2. Leslie Gulch

3. Lower Owyhee Lake and Owyhee River

4. Middle Owyhee Lake

5. Upper Owyhee Lake

6. Owyhee Ridge

7. West Side of Lake

Because of the limited size of this paper and the relative un-

importance of the Owyhee Ridge, it will not be discussed.
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IV. PRESENT USE

Determination of yearly recreational use was accomplished by

in-the-field counts conducted at various times of the year, on both

week days and week ends. Recreational use data was obtained through

the State of Oregon Highway Department from the traffic recorder

which is maintained at the dam. Each sub-area was evaluated inde-

pendently to determine the average weekly use during various periods

of the year. These periods consisted of time spans such as spring,

late spring and early summer, summer, etc. , and contained from

four to twenty-four weeks depending on the use characteristics. This

procedure was followed for the several sub-areas which are dis-

cussed below. As can be noted in Map 3, the use of the Owyhee

Breaks Area is quite variable.

The high concentration of use in a few areas is a significant

factor in the determination of areas which warrant recreational de-

velopment.

Succor Creek

The use in the Succor Creek area increased rapidly during the

three years of field investigations. An acceptable average for this

period is approximately 11,000 recreational days annually. The use

is distributed throughout the summer months rather evenly, with a
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slight concentration during September and early October.

These 11,000 recreational days were derived as follows:

6,400 persons engaging in day use equal 6,400 recreational days plus

2, 000 persons camping an average of 2. 3 days per stay.

As would be expected, use is concentrated on the weekend, re-

ceiving about 80 percent of the total recreational use of the week.

This would necessitate the construction of facilities that would meet

this peak weekend demand. The highest single day demand noted was

July 4, 1965, when 143 cars with approximately 535 recreationists

visited the area.

Considering the fact that 90 percent of the recreation use or

approximately 9, 900 recreational days are concentrated during the

twenty-four weeks from May 1 to October 15, a figure of approximat-

ely 410 recreational days per week or 165 on the average maximum

weekend days would be expected. Field data shows that approxi-

mately 24 percent2 of the people used the area to camp overnight and

76 percent were day users.

The size of the recreational group was found to be 3. 03. The

National Park Service, however, estimates the number of recrea-

tionists per group at 4 to 4 So, it would be reasonable (in view of

the fact that the field sample was small) to use four persons per

group in determination of the facilities needed. Taking into consid-

eration that on one day (July 4, 1965) 535 people visited the area,
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additional facilities above those suggested would be required. It

does not seem unreasonable to plan for ZOO people daily. To meet

this need, approximately 15 overnight units and 45 picnic units would

have to be constructed.

Leslie Gulch

The use of the Leslie Gulch Area is highly variable depending

greatly upon the road and water conditions. An average of the three

years shows the total use annually to be slightly less than 500 rec-

reation days. Land based recreationists use is highly concentrated

during late September and early October.

As far as these recreationists are concerned, there should be

a maximum of five overnight units and five day use units. Further

comments on the total required facilities will be made in the section

dealing with the Upper Owyhee Lake. For all practical purposes,

land-based recreationists and water based recreationists cannot be

accurately divided so must be considered in total when planning for

development of this area.

Owyhee Ridge

The use in this area is very sparse and does not warrant con-

sideration in this paper.
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Lower Owyhee Lake and Owyhee River

Because of the excellent access to Owyhee Lake, this area

dominates as the most used part of the entire study area. The Oregon

State Department of Highways maintains a traffic counter near Owy-

hee Dam which makes available during the recreation season an ex-

cellent weekly (and for some years, daily) total number of vehicles.

The number of recreationists was determined by multiplying

the number of vehicles by the average number of recreationists per

car which was found to be 2. 8. 6 The average stay was only slightly

over one day because of the concentration of day use on the week-

few adjustments need to be made to determine

the total recreation days. It was determined that less than two per-

cent of the recreationists camped in the area and their average stay

was only slightly more than two days. It seems reasonable in view

of these findings to increase the total recreation days by only one

percent which is rather insignificant even at 100, 000 visitors annu-

ally.

Graphs 1 and 2 and Tables 1 and 2 clearly indicate the concen-

tration of use during the spring and early summer months. The

weather conditions are the principal control of this use as can be seen

by the sharp drop in use in 1966 when hot, dry conditions prevailed

throughout this period. This concentration necessitates the providing



20

15

a)

U)

cd 10
U

0

a)
-o

March April May June July August September October November

Graph 2. Monthly averages of dailytraffic flow at Owyhee Dam.



16

of facilities in sufficient quantity to meet the demand during this peak

period. The highest daily use was on May 16, 1965, when 888 ye-

hides were counted, or about 2, 500 recreationists. In the years

1964, 1965, and 1966, there were several occasions, usually Sundays,

when 500-plus vehicles were counted. Survey and interviews mdi-

cate that about 35 percent of the groups were picnickers who would

definitely require day use facilities. The interviews also indicate that

approximately 60 percent of the users would use facilities if avail-

able. Thus, in order to satisfy the demand during the peak days,

approximately 300 day use units need to be provided. A reduction is

possible because day use will normally be somewhat spread out during

the day. In view of these factors, it then seems reasonable to as-

sume that approximately 200 day use units would be required to meet

the needs.

This is not a camping area, less than two percent of the people

using the area actually camped. This, of course, is due partly to

the limited facilities. Based on estimates by the Outdoor Recreation

Resources Review Commission, camping units should be provided

to the equivalent of ten percent of the use; consequently, there should

he approximately fifty camping units in the area.

Middle Lake Owyhee

Recreational use of this and the Upper Lake Owyhee area can
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only be roughly estimated. There is a gradual decline in use south-

ward from the dam. In the Middle Lake area, total use is thought to

be less than 10, 000 recreation days. 8 Use is concentrated at several

good fishing locations and is primarily day use, however, this latter

characteristic may be the result of the lack of facilities.

Using this area's percentage of the tallied use across Owyhee

Dam as an indication of concentration of maximum day use certainly

has its drawbacks, however, it is assumed here the relationship will

hold true. Certainly not every group entering at Owyhee Dam has a

boat and is going to this area, however, from field surveys it has

been concluded that a figure of 10 percent would approximate the use.

The Oregon State Game Commission reported in 1965 that there were

9approximately 6, 000 boats that crossed Owyhee Dam. From field

surveys and interviews, it has been concluded that approximately 30

percent of these boats use this area. If this is true, this would ac-

count for 7, 200 recreational days. The remaining 2, 800 days can be

accounted for by overnight use by campers. Approximately 30

privately-owned cabins are located here but facilities do not have to

be provided for their use.

If indeed approximately 30 percent of the boater use and ap-

proximately one-third of the recreationists using the Owyhee Lake

bring boats and the maximum day use has been found to be 668 ye-

hides, it could be expected that there would be a maximum of 65



boats on a maximum use day. It is probable that the characteristics

as to the camping and day use would not be the same when comparing

the Lower Lake and the Middle Lake areas. Field interviews mdi-

cate that approximately 25 percent of the people would camp and 46

percent would use day use facilities if available. This would neces-

sitate the construction of 16 camping units and 30 day use units.

tipper Lake Owyhee Area

As mentioned above, this area presents many of the same prob-

lems as the Middle Owyhee Lake in assessing the actual recreational

use.

Less than five percent of the users actually travel this far.

The use is concentrated in the spring and early summer because fish-

ing is poor later in the year, and in low water years, as 1965, it is

impossible to travel above Leslie Gulch because of sandbars. There

is another concentration during the fall. Use is correlated into

Leslie Gulch use and many of the recreationists camp at the head of

the Gulch and use the tipper Lake area.

It can be estimated that the total use is less than 5, 000 recrea-

tion days. This figure undoubtedly drops off rapidly past Leslie

Gulch to less than 1,000 at the head of the lake.

Taking into consideration that five percent of the total visitors

crossing the dam visit this area and that there is some use from
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Leslie Gulch, there is a need for approximately 35 camping units.

Because of the limited number of interviews, it is impossible to cal-

culate the number of day use units needed, but with 35 camping units

available there should be a sufficient number.

West Side of Owyhee Lake

This sub-area is only slightly used and except for Twin Springs

and Dry Creek, there are few attractions to the area.

Average use for the three-year period was estimated at 2, 000

recreation days. There is a concentration in both the spring and fall

with little use during the summer. The maximum use was observed

at Twin Springs on October 3, 1965, when three camps were noted.

Through interviews10 there have been seen a total of seven camps at

Twin Springs. Although only superficial and rather subjective esti-

mates are available, it has been determined that five camping units

and three picnic units are the maximum needed for the area.



V. SOURCE AREA FOR RECREATIONISTS

The majority of the users of the study area live in nearby

counties. The term "influence region" is used to denote this area

in which the majority of the users live. It consists of one county in

Oregon and eight in western Idaho. These counties can be considered

to be the major influence region and the social and economic char-

acteristics of these people will't'o a large extent determine the type

of use of the Owyhee Breaks area plus future use trends.

Although the majority of the users do come from the influence

region, there is wide variation within the study area. For instance,

in the Succor Creek area only 25 percent of the recreationists are

from the influence region. This is over-balanced by the use of Owy-

hee Lake where about 65 percent of the users are from the influence

region. Because of the greater use of the Lake Owyhee Area, the

average use for the entire Owyhee Breaks area is at least 60 percent

from the influence region. Of the remaining 40 percent, about 22

percent of the use is from Oregon outside of Malheur County.
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VI. POPULATION PROJECTIONS

Past growth of the influence region is illustrated in Graph 5 and

shows that it has been steady the past 25 years. According to authori..

ties this growth is expected to continue at least during the next 25

years. This trend can also be noted in western Oregon, the second

largest supplier of recreationists. If these trends are true then it

could be expected that recreational use of the Owyhee Breaks Area

will also continue to increase at its present rate. This, however,

does not take into consideration that once facilities are provided it is

likely that use will increase at a more rapid rate. The National Park

Service uses the population projection as an indicator of future growth

and make no adjustments. 12 This, of course, usually results in un-

der estimating the required facilities but in view of the fact that any

other estimate would be based entirely on subjective appraisals, it

is reasonable to use this basis for predicting future use.

As indicated before, it was found that there has been a steady

increase in population growth. There also can be seen growth in the

recreation use, however, as can be seen in Tables 3 and 4 and Graphs

3 and 4, it has not been steady. This has been due to factors which

are easily explained. In 1963, the road was paved providing much

better access, the drop in 1966 was discussed above.



Table 3. Traffic count at Owyhee Dam (converted to recreational
days).

Year Recreation Days

22

1960 43,618

1961 36, 858

1962 41,909

1963 82,864

1964 101, 187

1965 110,879

Table 4. Recreational camping days at Lake Owyhee State Park. *

Year Recreation Days

1962 760

1963 1,854

1964 2,464

1965 4,209

1966 5,037

Source: Oregon. State Highway Department.
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VII. RECREATION USE TRENDS

Lower Owyhee Lake and Owyhee River

The trend in the recreational use of the facilities provided at

Lake Owyhee State Park show that there has been a steady increase

in the use over the past five years at the average rate of nearly 70

percent annually, although the annual increases have been quite ir-

regular. The trend must be viewed in the light of the trend of the

overall recreation use which, although spasmodic for the reasons

noted above, has been increasing at the rate of approximately 20 per-

cent annually with the trend from 1963 to 1965 somewhat slower. A

20 percent annual increase in demand seems more reasonable to

assume thanthe 70 percent increase noted at the State Park. This

projection is applied to all three sub-areas of Lake Owyhee and the

resulting required facilities are shown in Table 5.

Succor Creek

Because of the lack of past recreational use data it is difficult

to establish an accurate trend for the use of the Succor Creek sub-

areas. However, it is being assumed that use has been increasing

approximately 20 percent annually. Based on this estimate, the

facilities required in this area in five years will be 92 for day use and

31 for overnight.
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Table 5. Projected development needs.

Lower Owyhee Lake and Owyhee River

day use - 410 units
overnight - 105 units

Middle Owyhee Lake

day use - 62 units
overnight - 31 units

Upper Owyhee Lake

overnight - 72 units

Succor Creek
day use - 92 units
overnight - 31 units

West Side of Lake

day use - 3 units
overnight - 5 units

As can be seen by the above discussion, no consideration is

given to the fact that in all likelihood use will increase more rapidly

after facilities are constructed. But this being a wholly unknown

quantity, it cannot be considered in this study.

West Side of Lake

Future expansion of use in this area is greatly dependent upon

the improvement of the access. If it remains as it is now, the use

will continue at the present rate. If, however, there is a great im-

provement, which is not expected in the next five years according to



the Vale District, Bureau of Land Management' s road development

plan, there will be a marked increase in recreational use. In view

of the uncertainty of future use, type of recreation and trends, it

would be prudent to develop the minimum of facilities as stated before.
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VIII. CHARACTERISTICS OF RECREATION USE

Succor Creek

The general recreational use pattern is a combination of rock-

hounding and sightseeing. The former is participated in by 65 percent

of the recreationists. Normally this group, as indicated through

interviews, wanted only the minimum amenities such as sanitation

and water. Generally, this can be applied to the sightseer who spends

only a limited amount of time. However, those who camp usually de-

sire more complete facilities. As pointed out in an earlier section,

campers account for approximately 24 percent of the use. It is this

group of recreationists who use it most intensely and must be taken

into consideration when planning sites. With these factors in mind,

it would seem best to develop most of the overnight units in such a

manner as to provide the complete compliment f facilities.

Leslie Gulch and West Side of Lake

The user characteristics are similar enough to be considered

together. The principal recreationists are hunters and fishermen,

the latter use occuring during the spring and the former during the

fall. Both of these groups want and require only the minimum of de-

velopments. In interviews usually the only improvement really

wanted was water. Other than that the fewer the improvements, the
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more enjoyment that seems to be derived from use of these areas.

Lower Owyhee Lake and Owyhee River

The most popular activity is sightseeing. Almost 66 percent

of the recreationists stated this to be a reason for a visit. This

activity often times is found in combination with the second most popu-

lar activity, fishing, in which about 60 percent of the recreationists

take part. Both these groups are usually day users who require only

the minimum facilities, water, sanitation, and shade. They may use

these facilities only briefly, but they do need them. As stated before,

about one-third of the users bring boats. They, of course, require

additional improvements such as moorage, and boat ramps for

launching.

Camping is as yet a relatively minor use. It can be said that

this is a Sunday-drive type of use area with the characteristic re-

quirements of only the basic development, but these in large numbers.

Middle Lake Owyhee

The main users are fishermen and sightseers. The former

group stated that they wanted camping facilities so that they may stay

in the area. The latter group is usually day users and require only

the basic facilities. Providing for users should reflect this day use

activity.
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Upper Lake Owyhee

The primary use is camping both during the hunting and fishing

seasons. As stated above, this type of user usually wants only the

minimum of facilities for his fullest enjoyment of the recreational

resources (see Map 4).
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IX. SELECTED SITES FOR DEVELOPMENT

The sites selected in each sub-area for development are the re-

sult of the analysis of the data presented in the above sections. The

following sites best fulfill the requirements of the recreationists using

the Owyhee Breaks Recreation Area. They are the answer to the

problem posed in the beginning of this paper, "how can the recreation

demands both now and in the future be best satisfied in the study

are a?'

The general philosophy is to develop the minimum number of

sites necessary to supply the needed number of units. This is re-

quired so that development and maintenance costs can be kept as low

as possible. The development, however, in the final analysis is

user-oriented and not site-oriented.

Succor Creek

With a need in five years for 30 overnight units and 90 day use

units, the best site for development would be the Succor Creek Camp-

ground and the Wildhorse Campground (see Map 2). These sites can

be developed to include the necessary units for the expected demand.

The development of the Wildhorse site depends on the acquisition of

private land. 13 Both sites are in prime location insofar as being

accessable and have physical characteristics such that adequate de-

velopment to meet the recreational needs can be made.
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Leslie Gulch and Upper Owyhee Lake

The same site can be developed to serve the needs of both of

these areas. This site would be the Slocum Creek Campground lo-

cated near the lake at the mouth of Leslie Gulch. Access would be

available from the existing road and Owyhee Lake. The site is large

enough to be developed into an area with about 75 camping units.

Lower Owyhee Lake and Owyhee River

It is in this area that it will probably be impossible to supply

the demand for recreational facilities because of the lack of adequate

sites. However, because of the private development at the Cherry

Creek resort, it may not be necessary to supply the total projected

needs of 410 day use units and 105 camping units.

What must be done is to develop the Owyhee River Campground

and the Hot Springs Campground to their fullest capacities. The

former should be developed principally for overnight use and could

accommodate about 150 units with total development. Forty-five of

these could be for day use. The Hot Springs could with full develop-

ment supply only about 75 day use units. While overnight users could

be satisfied with these developments, it appears that day users will

require further developments. These requirements are partly met

by the existing facilities at the State Parks (about 40 day use units)



and the U. S. Bureau of Reclamation Park (20 day use units). Al-

though admittedly difficult to assess, the private resort will be given

credit for supplying about 200 day use units.

The only possible solution to the problem of supplying an addi-

tional 40 units (which is a minimum projected need for only the next

five years), would be the creation of a greenway along the Owyhee

River from the Hot Springs Campground to the Bureau of Reclamation

Park on parcels of publicly owned land. There are several locations

where facilities suitable for day use could be provided. Besides ful-

filling the demand for this type of facility, it would create an ex-

cellent drive through the Owyhee River Canyon.

Middle Owyhee Lake

The projected requirement for the next five years is 62 over-

night units and 31 day use units. These can be provided at the Honey

Comb Campground relatively easily with additional space available

if needed. This site is located near one of the most scenic features

of Owyhee Lake and is in a central location for the entire lake.

West Side of Lake

The limited use and projected use warrants the construction of
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only five overnight units and three day use units. These eight units

can be provided at the Twin Springs site. This site has a central lo-

cation to the area and has ample shade and water.
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X. CONCLUSION

Development of sites certainly must proceed on some priority.

If visits are taken as the basis of priority, the Owyhee River sites

should be the first developed followed by the Succor Creek sites,

Middle Owyhee Lake, Upper Owyhee Lake and Leslie Gulch sites and

lastly the West Side of the Lake site.

Development of sites in the Owyhee Breaks Recreation Area

should proceed quickly along the lines laid down in this study. A

unique opportunity is presented to the management agencies if realis-

tic recreational development techniques are applied to this so far

almost undeveloped area. If steps are not taken in the near future to

provide recreational facilities, the quality of recreation will begin an

irreversible downward trend.



FOOTNOTES

1. The data given reflects the average for the years 1964, 1965,
and 1966.

2. This is considerably different from the 10 percent figure
stated by the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commis-
sion, Report No. 1, page 1.

3. Actually 2.95.

4. Interview with Mr. Arnold, National Park Service, Portland,
Oregon, June 27, 1967.

5. The difference between overnight and day use facilities is that
overnight units must be separated from each other and are
rather fixed in location whereas day use units can be of higher
density and are somewhat flexible over the entire site.

6. This average was based on surveys taken throughout the year
days.

7. ORRRC, op. cit.

8. Correspondence with the Oregon State Game Commission on
January 25, 1965, and July 7, 1967, confirms these estimates
although they have found a somewhat different type of recrea-
tion being pursued.

9. Ibid.

10. Interviews were with Vale District, Bureau of Land Manage-
ment employees working in this area.

11. Idaho Department of Commerce and Development by letter
July 6, 1967.

12. Interview with Mr. Arnold, National Park Service, Portland,
Oregon June 28, 1967.

13. The State of Oregon has been negotiating for the purchase of
this land.


