Lopez Hill
Dark emerald green woods define the pale-gray bark of alders. The thick silence is occasionally pierced by the sharp shrieks of woodpeckers announcing their presence. Burnt stumps, so large the average man couldn’t reach around them, scatter the shady landscape. Treetops tower above rotten logs that complete the cycle of life and death as new saplings reach toward the sky from the decomposing bark. Sound travels easily here but there aren’t many noises. The trees creak and sigh with the wind as a unified chorus that calms the nerves. This is Lopez Hill.

With each coming generation, we have occasionally lost touch with nature and have, in the hopes of a profit, forgotten about it. Sometimes it is an inconvenience to remember, and oh how we despise inconveniences. This is the complicated and lengthy tale of a change of hands. It is the transfer of Lopez Hill from the Washington State Department of Natural Resources (DNR) to an “undecided party”. It is the creation of a question: should Lopez Hill be conserved? To answer this, we must look at all sides. We must consider the past, the present, and perhaps most importantly, the future. An entire community has become involved in answering this question, making sure that their collective voices are also heard. 
Lopez Hill has long been used by the community for various purposes, and so this issue is a great concern for many people. The hill is sometimes referred to as the “Heart of Lopez,” an example of how much it is held sacred. Currently, it is used by the public for hiking, mountain biking, running, birding, hunting, horse-back riding, studying, and enjoying the peace and beauty of the woods (Gerlitz). The hill is the largest remaining undeveloped parcel of land  on Lopez Island, with 400 acres of second-growth forest. It is the highest point on Lopez Island, 535 feet above sea level, and is the feeding and nesting ground for various birds and mammals. Most importantly, it houses a variety of island flora in large amounts: fungi and saprophytes, lichens, mosses and ferns (Friends of Lopez Hill).
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Fig. 1: Stream on Lopez Hill
At first glance, although the qualities just listed may be considered important to protect, many similar areas have just as much to offer. Some might ask, “Why conserve Lopez Hill?” There are so many other lands that should be saved. The hill isn’t even old-growth – it’s second-growth forest, and there aren’t any unique or endangered species of animals or plants that need our protection.

But perhaps we have been looking at conservation the wrong way. According to flora and fauna studies done by Russel Barsh and Madrona Murphy through their non-profit research group KWIAHT, although there are no endangered species, there are greater numbers of native species in larger populations than many properties in the county. There is also much more diversity in small areas, where species normally found in different locations intermingle. For example, there are approximately twelve species of trees scattering the hillsides, and five of the most common orchids are found together in the same fields. Native species of slugs and snails can be found in abundance, while in other areas they are on the decline. A species of garter snake not commonly seen in the islands is a regular resident on the hill, and there is a high mushroom diversity in every area. This great diversity is all partly because of another slightly unusual quality of the hill: unlike other properties, Lopez Hill contains many distinctly different ecosystems within its borders. It offers a variety of habitats that benefit many different creatures, which helps to provide resilience against disturbance such as logging (Barsh & Murphy). 

The size of the hill and the long stretch of time it has been given to recover from logging practices is also a huge factor in the quality of this land. Four hundred acres provides a strong buffer to create insulation for native species. It protects them from invasive species introduced by human influence. Very little of the land has been disturbed: most activity has been limited to the trails since the last logging. The amount of bedrock that is blanketed in lush mosses is substantial, and very important. The mosses are what break down bedrock to create soil, simultaneously providing rare trace minerals otherwise hard to come by (such as chromium and zinc). This thick layer of moss creates a considerable source of carbon (a “carbon sink”), much better than the surrounding forest because of the limited root growth. They also retain moisture in order to maintain the hydrology of the hill, reducing runoff and increasing stored water levels in the summers. Among the dips and small valleys of the hill’s topography are natural wetlands, also very important in providing insect populations for predators and maintaining the water system of the area (Barsh & Murphy).
Being the highest point on Lopez Island is another strong factor to consider. Whatever rains on Lopez Hill will invariably run down to the rest of the island. Everything below the hill relies upon it. Lopez Hill receives an extra 12-14” compared to the surrounding lowlands. Whatever happens to the hill will directly affect the entire watershed (Barsh & Murphy).

Luckily, over the course of the hill’s history, no serious lasting damage has been done to the land so the trees have had a substantial amount of time to       re-grow. Since the last logging practices, on average, the age of the trees vary from a hundred to two hundred years old. Russel Barsh collected this data from tree cores of fallen trunks this winter. There is some evidence of forest fires: occasional charred stumps line the trails. This evidence shows us a bit of the hill’s history, to explain how the current second-growth forest got to be how it is today.

Over one hundred years ago, logging was a regular practice on Lopez. Not for timber, necessarily, but primarily to clear land for farming. By the 1930s many orchards and fields replaced the forests. Agriculture was one of three major businesses in the San Juan Islands, the other two being forestry and fishing. However, large-scale business was limited because of the cost of transportation, so a large portion of fields were dedicated to subsistence farming.  The wood harvested from forests was then used for several purposes: cooking, heating homes, and also helping to create commerce in the San Juan Islands. Wood was sold as fuel to the lime kilns until the First World War, as well as to the booming steamer business, to encourage the ships to land in port and spend their money (Barsh & Murphy). In the late 1800s and early 1900s, relatively smaller logs (although still about a foot in diameter) were harvested for use in fish traps (Lopez Island Historical Society). 
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Fig. 2: Logging practices on Lopez

It is interesting to note that reasons behind clear-cutting in the San Juan Islands were more often than not unrelated to timber harvesting. The trees of the San Juan Islands have always been smaller than the old-growth of the mainland. The Islands were formed by the vicious scraping of glaciers, leaving only bedrock and large boulders behind. After thousands of years only a thin layer of soil has formed, so a tree’s root systems are greatly restricted and growth is much slower. These factors resulted in a minimal possible profit in timber harvesting, which explains why other reasons were usually behind clear-cutting. After the early 1900s much of the island was deforested (Barsh & Murphy).
About a hundred years earlier, before much logging had taken place, the question was raised of how to expand west. What would be public and what would be private? At this point in history the government could not directly tax the people so the concern of raising money was also brought up. To solve these problems, the United States Congress passed the Land Ordinance on May 20, 1785. The goal was to raise money through the sale of land in unmapped territory west of the original colonies. It also laid out the foundations for land policy, and established a mechanism to fund public education. The Land Ordinance required that a piece of land be designated Section 16 of each township that would be reserved for maintenance of public schools (The Land Ordinance of 1785).


Today the lands still under this ownership have schools located on the property while others have been sold to raise money for public education.


Two years later, on July 13, the Northwest Ordinance was passed by Congress. It designated the first organized territory as the Northwest Territory, south of the Great Lakes, north of the Ohio River, and east of the Mississippi. The Northwest Ordinance is also one of the most influential pieces of legislation passed by Congress because it established a precedent by which the United States could expand west. This was by the admission of new states, instead of expanding existing ones. This led to the founding of Washington State (Northwest Ordinance).
Washington’s Enabling Act of 1889 granted statehood as well as 3 million surface acres of trust lands. The Act required that the revenues from any sales of these lands be placed in a permanent fund for public beneficiaries such as schools. The DNR was formed by the State Legislature in 1957 to manage these lands. All management decisions are made by the DNR’s Board of Natural Resources, and it must adhere to several state and federal laws such as the Endangered Species Act (Gerlitz).
The permanent funds for beneficiaries eventually led to school Trust lands. Any revenue produced by the lands would go directly to public schools. In forested lands, this revenue could be created by harvesting timber and managing the forest. In more open areas, revenue could be created through agriculture and grazing leases, as in much of Eastern Washington (Wallace).

As a smaller and environmentally conscious community, the public in San Juan County (SJC) had a habit of getting up in arms whenever the DNR tried to log its Trust lands. Because the parcels were usually small and scattered, it became very difficult for the Commissioner of Public Lands to manage these areas, and virtually impossible to generate any revenue due to community protesting. So, in 1986, SJC and the Washington State DNR got together and created the Management Plan for San Juan Islands Trust Lands. This program was a 20-year plan between the DNR and the Comprehensive Plan of SJC designed to allow the DNR to divest itself of its SJC Trust lands while still benefiting the public. Without this plan, treasured lands would be auctioned off to the highest bidder, and anyone, including private citizens, could bid. The goal of the plan was to give organizations such as the San Juan County Land Bank a first shot at acquiring the properties, in order to protect important lands for habitat and recreational purposes (Cowan).
That all changed a few years ago when SJC changed its Comprehensive Plan which “formulates goals and policies for land use (Gerlitz)” in the county. The DNR claimed that their Management Plan was now void because the Comprehensive Plan, around which it had been based, had been changed without their review. This was a period of “tension” between the DNR and SJC, according to Bill Wallace, the Northwest Region Manager of DNR. It was after this point that the future of Lopez Hill and other similar Trust lands came into question: what would the DNR do with them?
In the late 1980s Lopez Hill was to be selectively logged on 91 of its 400 acres to generate at least some revenue for the DNR. Immediately there was a strong reaction from the public, but the logging went through anyway. The result wasn’t as severe as many had feared, so several years later the DNR proposed another selective logging: this time, it was the entirety of Chadwick Hill. Tom Cowan, a County Commissioner at the time, said that every third tree was marked to be cut down. Immediately the County rejected this proposition, and after much protest and citizen activism, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) ended up purchasing the land. Since then, thinning of any kind has been impossible on Lopez Hill due to local opposition so no revenue has been generated by that land in years (Cowan).
From the mid-1980s to mid-1990s, the Friends of Chadwick Hill helped the BLM to secure other local DNR Trust lands such as Iceberg Point, Point Colville, and portions of Watmough Bay as Areas of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC). This was mostly done by trading BLM lands in Eastern Washington for DNR lands on Lopez. Joe Buesing, head of the Washington State BLM at the time, began discussion of doing the same for Lopez Hill. His idea was that increased recreational pressure on Iceberg Point and Chadwick Hill could be lessened by making Lopez Hill an ACEC too. It was the general assumption of the Lopez community that BLM had the situation under control, and that Lopez Hill would be preserved (Myhr).

However, Buesing retired soon after. The new management of the BLM didn’t want to get involved in some of their planned trades anymore. Now, they weren’t so sure that they wanted Lopez Hill. When word got out, the first letter-writing campaign began. One hundred letters were sent first to the BLM and then to the DNR. However, the BLM wouldn’t change its mind and suddenly Lopez Hill wasn’t so safe (Myhr).
In 2006 the DNR began exploring other options for selling Lopez Hill. One such option was a man named Tom Blixseth, who was a regular business partner with the DNR. In Eastern Washington they traded lands to consolidate areas and make their properties easier to manage, and the DNR had offered to trade some San Juan Trust lands for Eastern Washington land to do the same. Rumors spread quickly through Lopez. Blixseth was known for developing land for a resort in Yellowstone, and many members of the Lopez community assumed the same would happen to the hill. In reality, according to Bill Wallace, the DNR never asked Blixseth what he would do with the land: in Eastern Washington he mainly dealt in forest management and timber harvest so it was assumed he would continue that trend. The DNR was not concerned with his purposes for the hill.
Blixseth was a sudden wake-up call for the community of Lopez Island. With the safety net of the Management Plan, there was no risk of the hill being put into private hands. This small gesture, seemingly innocent on the part of the DNR and Blixseth, was literally a slap in the face. 
Hundreds of letters were sent to the DNR as the public protested such an outrageous possible use of their forest. This was the first time that any information had really been brought to everyone’s attention, and suddenly there was a lot of concern for the future of Lopez Hill. The public was now involved, and everyone was working hard to protect the hill.
In 2005 the Friends of Lopez Hill (FOLH) was formed. It is a committee of community members whose goal is to “encourage the DNR to work with the people of Lopez Island” in order to keep Lopez Hill public. They have been raising awareness and conducting extensive letter-writing campaigns, actively working with the SJC Council, Washington State DNR, Washington State legislature, SJC Land Bank, the BLM, and Lopez School to reach these four goals:

· Educate the public, 

· Foster a management plan, 

· Protect the environmental integrity of Lopez, and

· Encourage public participation (Friends of Lopez Hill).

Thanks to all of the involvement of the community and local politicians, in 2007 the DNR placed Lopez Hill on the Trust Land Transfer Program as a lease parcel. The DNR is currently willing to lease the hill to the county for thirty years for $5.9 million (Wallace). Its proposed uses are fish and wildlife habitat, public open space, and recreation (Trust Land Transfer Program 2007-2009).
In the early 2007 legislative session in Olympia, the decision will be made whether to include Lopez Hill in the state budget. If it is approved, Lopez Hill will be leased from the DNR. The lease will give FOLH the security of thirty years to figure out a plan to directly acquire the land because with a lease in place, very few prospective buyers would want the hill. Members of the FOLH, with their fingers crossed, are still actively communicating with local legislature and state senators to push for the lease and convince them of the hill’s great importance to our community.
In researching this issue, I have continually been impressed with the determination of community members to conserve this wonderful plot of land. I have seen firsthand an incredible urge to treasure, protect, and preserve an example of natural beauty on this island. Over the past two hundred years this has been a rising trend. In the early 1800s, artists such as John Constable enforced the idea of nature being special and beautiful. This led to the tradition that “nature should be preserved for its beauty’s sake,” as supported by Ralph Waldo Emerson and John Muir (History of Conservation). This idea of beauty, of pristine wilderness virtually untouched by man and his civilization, has driven us to more and more conservation worldwide. It has led us to today, when people like the Lopez community see the healthy forests of Lopez Hill and its inherent beauty and instinctively want to save it.
The opinion of our community is that the hill should be kept as it is, natural and available to anyone. In Adrienne Adams’s opinion, a regular trail user and FOLH member, such a treasure should be kept public. It should be up to the community to keep it the way it is, and balance nature with recreation. 

As a neighbor to Lopez Hill, the forest is very important to me. I often walk the trails simply to be in the open air, alone. It borders our own forest and gives me a sense that I also reside in that great tract of land. It’s a sort of unity one cannot get with fences and barbed wire, a world with no boundaries, only nature. Even I can get lost up there as I aimlessly wander the trail system for hours. It’s a refreshing sensation. To see such a large area of forest preserved for the sake of the next generation is a great feeling. It’s not just about me; it’s about our children and their children. I want to be able to share this beauty with everyone to come, so they too can get lost; so they can appreciate the silence and tranquility.

In our busy lives we often lose ourselves in our work and our business. We forget what it’s like to wander the woods in silence, to walk barefoot along the paths. Having an area like Lopez Hill where you can still get lost, says Madrona Murphy, reminds us of the other half we sometimes forget.
So, for the next thirty years, Lopez Hill should be safe. The public will still be able to use it for hiking, horse-back riding, hunting, and the like. Lopez Island High School will be able to use the land for science-based environmental learning in their alternative programs, and the hill’s neighbors will still have a nice escape. The DNR will still own the land but management will be taken over by the locals. They’ll make $5.9 million with the lease and possibly the same amount again in thirty years. The DNR will be able to meet its requirement of producing revenue for public schools. All sides will be satisfied, and it will give our community time to work out a plan to acquire Lopez Hill for good.
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Fig. 3: Wildflowers on Lopez Hill
[image: image4.jpg]



Fig. 4: Maple on Lopez Hill
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