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Wallowa smallwood plant sold to Portland company
Workforce may be expanded, Upstream 21 says

By Corey Wicks
Wallowa County Chieftain

A tentative agreement has been forged to sell Community Smallwood Solutions (LLC) to Portland-based Upstream 21, which says it intends to invest in the post and pole plant and expand its workforce in Wallowa.

Ben Henson, the CEO of Community Smallwood Solutions, said that the sale would be beneficial for Wallowa, especially now that the Wallowa Forest Products mill has shut down for an unknown time period.

"You couldn't find a better partner for Wallowa County than Upstream 21," Henson said.

The Portland start-up company has a unique business model that requires it to take community and employee needs into consideration, he said.

CSS was formed in 2003 as a means of bolstering jobs in the wood products industry in Wallowa County by making use of small-diameter logs that are often overlooked by larger timber companies. Wallowa Resources, through its Community Smallwood Incorporated subsidiary, was originally instrumental in starting the plant, with CSS representing another tier of investors.

"It's a nice time to hand this off and let some of the investors do something else," Henson said.

He believed that Upstream 21 would be a good fit for the plant.

"They bring a lot of capital to the table. It's an investment in the local economy beyond what we could do," Henson said.

Although the post and pole plant was originally envisioned as a complement to the larger Wallowa Forest Products mill, Henson said that the sale of the CSS plant to Upstream 21 could help to soften the blow dealt to local communities by the mill's recent shutdown.

While Henson would not speculate on exactly how many people Upstream 21 planned to hire as the plant is expanded, he did say that it could potentially be more than 20 new jobs.

Bryan Redd, co-founder and CEO of Upstream 21, also declined to speculate on exactly how many the post and pole plant would hire in Wallowa. "If we can get it to 20, that would be a good impact to the community," Redd said.

Currently, the plant is staffed by nine people and produces posts, poles and bundled firewood.

Redd said that, unlike most publicly traded companies, Upstream 21 is designed to be a new kind of corporation - one that doesn't have such a narrow view of its interests. Rather than embracing a concept of "shareholder primacy" where only shareholders interests are the primary concern, Upstream 21's articles of incorporation require that decisions take into account the interests of all employees, the community and the environment, Redd said.

The company was created in 2004 and CSS would be the second company in its family of companies, he said. The first company is Jefferson State Forest Products of Hayfork, Calif. - a city that parallels the City of Wallowa in many ways, he said.

Hayfork is another city that was overly dependent on a timber industry that has fallen on hard times, with about 70 percent of the surrounding area in forestlands, he said. Upstream 21 set the goal of strengthening the community's economy, he said.

Redd declined to say exactly when the sale of the post and pole plant would be finalized, but that the boards of directors for both companies had approved the sale and it would be culminated within the next month or so: "It's a very straightforward transaction," Redd said.

Upstream 21's website (www.upstream21.com) said that the company has more than $200 million in assets. "We are not venture capitalists," Redd said. 

He said their goal was to provide "good jobs with good benefits and good wages."

"We are very excited about the opportunity to sell this to Upstream 21," said Nils Christoffersen, executive director of Wallowa Resources.

Wallowa Resources' for-profit subsidiary had originally started the post and pole plant following the demise of the Joseph Timber Company and they were unable to fully finance the project, so brought in a number of local investors.

"We see opportunities for growth that can only be brought with additional capital," Christoffersen said.

The company would be able to expand in ways that they would not be possible with the current ownership, he said.

Will the money being returned to CSS investors be used for another local project?

Possibly, Cristoffersen said: "Some indicated at the board meeting that they would be willing to consider reinvesting in a new project if there is one that is worth exploring."

Of the Hayfork plant, Christoffersen said he is acquainted with management staff at Jefferson and "They have done what they said they were going to do."

In addition to investing in the plant and expanding operations, Upstream 21 has also updated administrative systems and instituted a profit-sharing program for employees, he said.     

