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2037 Vision for Parks, Trails, Natural 

Areas and 

Non-motorized Transportation  
 

We envision an interconnected integrated system of parks, trails, natural areas 
and non-motorized transportation that provides easy access to the water and 
natural areas; facilitates safe, non-motorized travel throughout the community; 
celebrates island culture, character, and a healthy environment; and is delivered 
through well-funded, efficient county programs and innovative partnerships. 
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Executive Summar y
 
The San Juan County Parks, Trails, Natural Areas and Non-motorized Transportation Plan (Plan) 
provides a 20-year long-term vision and six-year plan to guide action and investment in a wide 
variety of outdoor spaces and facilities managed by San Juan County. In addition, it serves as the 
cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ƴƻƴ-motorized plan, thereby assuring consistency between facilities and compliance 
with state requirements.  Over the course of one year, San Juan County assessed community 
needs, engaged the public, and crafted a plan that strengthens the counties systems.  This Plan 
charts a clear future for San Juan County Parks, the Land Bank, and Public Works, which are the 
three county departments charged with overseeing county parks, trails, and natural areas 
facilities. 
 
¢Ƙƛǎ tƭŀƴ ǳǇŘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ {ŀƴ Wǳŀƴ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŜƭƛƎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ 
state-based park and recreation grant funding, as well as funding sources for non-motorized 
facilities and land conservation. Some significant updates and enhancements include: 

 

¶ Comprehensive Assessment of Community Needs. A variety of public involvement 
methods were used to engage the public in the planning process and accurately gauge 
community needs and priorities. By doing so, the Plan describes needs in greater detail and 
presents goals, strategies, and actions designed to address those needs. 

¶ Park, Trail, and Natural Area Inventory and Classification System. The Plan significantly 
updates the cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǇŀǊƪǎΣ ǘǊŀƛƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 
land ownership throughout the county.  

¶ Incorporation of the cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ bƻƴ-Motorized Plan.  The Plan addresses all forms of non-
motorized transportation and recreation opportunities, including pedestrian, bicycle, 
equestrian and marine modes, while meeting the Growth Management Act requirements 
of the county Comprehensive Plan.    

¶ Collaborative Mission and Long-term Community Vision. The Plan introduces a 
collaborative mission statement for County Parks, the Land Bank, and Public Works as well 
as a 20-year community vision. 

Key Issues 

The planning process revealed a number of key issues that impact the cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǇŀǊƪǎΣ ǘǊŀƛƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
natural areas and provide a foundation for the overall focus and direction of this Plan. Key issues 
include: 

¶ An Aging Population and Older Demographic. The cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
fastest-growing age group is 50 and older. As indicated in community survey results 
discussed in Chapter 4, the older generation enjoys the outdoors in a relatively low-impact 
manner, mainly through hiking, walking, wildlife-watching, and relaxing in nature. Although 
87 percent of the broader community values parks, trails and natural areas as critical to the 
cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΣ ōŀƭŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘȅ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 
shrinking, but important, younger demographic is and will continue to be a challenge. 
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¶ Impact of Tourism. Tourism drives the local economy. During the summer months, the 
height of the tourist season, county facilities are heavily visited by tourists, especially in 
areas of high popularity such as the west side of San Juan Island. The relatively short, 
intense burst of use often exceeds the capacity of many facilities. For example, campsite 
reservations at San Juan County Park have approached 100 percent during the peak 
summer season for the past several years, which places severe strains on park facilities, 
maintenance, and staff. Accommodating such seasonal peaks in use remains a major 
challenge due to limited staff capacity and revenue to meet the short-term need. 

¶ Limited Funding and Staff Capacity. Like most counties throughout the state, San Juan 
County has limited funding to support parks, trails, and natural areas programs. County 
departments have been successful in leveraging local funding with state and federal grants 
and developing innovative ways to meet maintenance needs and staffing shortfalls. In 
2009, the County Parks and Fair Department began using volunteers to maintain some 
facilities rather than having to close them. All county departments have operated on lean 
budgets for many years. To meet the myriad needs identified in this plan, an expansion of 
revenue streams from local, state, and federal sources will be required. 

¶ Funding and Leveraging Available Resources. Collaboration is now expanding to other 
public agencies, such as the Bureau of Land Management and the National Park Service, 
which further leverage resources to achieve common community goals. Additionally, the 
network of county parks, trails, and natural areas makes extensive use of donated lands, 
facilities and easements (see Appendix D).  

¶ County Department Roles and Functions. In recent years, San Juan County Parks, the Land 
Bank, and Public Works have collaborated more closely on meeting park, trail, and natural 
area needs. While this Plan outlines an even more collaborative approach, one key area of 
need that falls between county departments is trails. Trails are defined as non-motorized 
transportation and recreation facilities that address all aspects of pedestrian, bicycle, 
equestrian and marine needs. A clear definition of department leadership and dedication 
ƻŦ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘǊŀƛƭǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ tƭŀƴΦ 

Community Needs and Priorities  

Through discussion with staff, review of past planning documents, and findings from public 
outreach efforts, four top-tier areas of community need have been identified: 

¶ Trails. As captured in previous plans and illustrated by the growth and evolution of local 
trails groups, trails for biking, walking, and improved connectivity are a top-tier priority for 
residents. Over 77 percent of residents ranked trails in parks/natural areas as a high 
priority. To date, the county has played a limited role in trail development with County 
Parks and the Land Bank developing trails on their respective properties and Public Works 
developing trails within road right-of-ways. A significant investment and expansion of 
collaboration with public agencies, trails groups, and volunteers will be needed to meet the 
recommended actions presented in this Plan. 

¶ Bicycle Routes. Developing safe non-motorized routes for both recreation and 
transportation was identified as a key priority. Survey respondents said bike routes are a 
high priority for future trail system improvements. Public Works is in the key role in 
improving and developing bicycle routes within the county road right-of-way. 
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¶ Land Protection. Protection of the natural beauty and character of the San Juans is also a 
top priority for residents. The Land Bank and San Juan Preservation Trust have played lead 
roles in meeting this need for years, often working in close collaboration. A significant 
majority (63 percent) of residents supports further land protection.  

¶ Water Access. Overall, residents do not feel well served with shoreline access 
opportunities.  More than 77 percent of respondents placed a high level of importance on 
access to the shoreline and 65 percent rate the need for more access high or moderately 
high. From expanding shore access in road right-of-ways and shoreline parks to acquiring 
new waterfront lands, County Parks, the Land Bank, and Public Works can all play a role in 
improving shoreline access. Opportunity also exists to work with other public agencies such 
as the Bureau of Land Management and Washington Department of Natural Resources to 
improve access to existing public lands on the shore. 

¶ Stewardship and Maintenance. San Juan County residents recognize the importance and 
challenge of stewardship and maintenance. County Parks and the Land Bank have been 
innovative in meeting stewardship and maintenance needs over the years. Opportunity 
exists to further engage the community in caring for parks, trails, and natural areas 
throughout the county, and to identify resource sharing opportunities with other public 
land-management agencies. 

Plan Framewor k 

The foundation of this Planτthe plan frameworkτis the collaborative mission, community values 
and long-term vision, and key goals presented in Chapter 5. This framework provides a context 
for implementation of this Plan, through the recommended actions and projects presented in 
Chapter 6. 

Core Values 
Overall, five community values establish the core for the vision and goals of the Plan: 
 

¶ Quality of Life:  We value the role parks, trails, and natural areas play in maintaining the 
health and well-being of our community. 

¶ Accessibility:  We value creating, enhancing, and expanding opportunities for the 
community to access our parks, trails, and natural areas and for non-motorized 
transportation throughout the County. 

¶ Natural Integrity:  We value maintaining and protecting robust ecosystem processes and 
structure, and biodiversity across our unique island environment. 

¶ Stewardship:  We value being responsible stewards of the natural environment and 
providing well maintained facilities and spaces for current and future generations to enjoy. 

¶ Sustainability:  We value taking a sustainable approach to operations and facility 
development that provides adequate funding to meet community needs while protecting 
the integrity of our natural resources. 

 
 
 
Goals 



San Juan County PTNA Executive Summary 
 

xiv 
K:\Parks\1-PTNA UPDATE 2015-16\2016-11-08_CC adopted\2016-11-08_CC_PTNA_NM_adopted.docx 

Nine ƪŜȅ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ǊƻŀŘ ƳŀǇ ŦƻǊ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ-term vision for parks, trails, 
and natural areas: 
 

1. Parks, Trails, and Natural Areas System. Provide a quality, diversified parks, trails, and 
natural areas system that offers a wide range of active and passive recreation experiences, 
promotes non-motorized transportation opportunities, and conserves and respects natural 
resources and island character. 

2. Trail Planning and Development. Provide a multipurpose system of trails and corridors 

that meets the recreational and transportation needs of the community and connects 

parks, natural areas, activity centers, and other areas of interest.  

3. Bicycling.  Promote the development of a safe and convenient non-motorized 

transportation system that accommodates pedestrians and bicyclists in San Juan County 

and serves the needs of residents and visitors. 

4. Land Protection. Acquire high-priority lands that preserve open spaces, improve access to 
water, conserve natural resources, maintain island character, and improve and expand 
recreational opportunities for the public to enjoy. 

5. Water Access.  Provide and improve safe public access to fresh and salt water shorelines 

and waterways. 

6. Stewardship and Maintenance. Develop and sustain stewardship and maintenance 
programs that efficiently protect resources, emphasize sustainable methods and design, 
respond to local needs, and adequately plan for the future. 

7. Funding. Identify, secure, and develop appropriate funding sources to build, operate, 
maintain, and sustain the parks, trails, and natural areas system. 

8. Partnerships and Collaboration. Foster partnerships and countywide collaboration among 
recreation and open space providers to (i.e. Terrestrial Managers Group) improve the 
provision of parks, trails, and natural areas and supporting services and recreational 
programs. 

9. Community Engagement. Engage San Juan County residents in the planning and 
stewardship of parks, trails, and natural areas, and provide effective communication to 
improve awareness and support of county services. 
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Implementation  

This Plan captures San Juan County resideƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ŏounty natural areas, 
parks and trail systems. The Plan identifies clear goals, strategies, and priority actions and projects 
to guide the County toward meeting myriad needs and opportunities. The capital facilities plan 
(CFP) presented in Chapter 6 proposes nearly $15 million in capital projects over the next six years. 
More than $10 million of these projects are land acquisition projects led by the Land Bank, while 
the remainder includes development and renovation projects, primarily led by San Juan County 
Parks and Public Works. 
 
While the CFP presents an ambitious list of capital projects and the six-year action plan presented 
in Chapter 6 captures a wide-ranging list of priority actions to pursue, it is likely that many projects 
and actions will not be completed due to funding limitations and other resource constraints. To 
ensure priority needs are met, community support and ongoing collaboration among residents, 
volunteer groups, the County Council, county departments, other public agencies and a variety of 
other partners is required. 
 

Key Recommendations 
¶ Identify existing public lands that could provide enhanced public access opportunities, 

especially public lands with water access. 

¶ Work with private and public landowners to protect high-priority lands using a variety of 
tools such as land or development right purchase, exchange, and private donation. 

¶ Continue to develop safe non-motorized transportation routes and identify cross island 
trail opportunities to provide desired connections within and between the islands. 

¶ Prioritize the backlog of maintenance projects and secure funding to implement top-
priority projects and emphasize low impact development and sustainable design 
techniques in the design and construction of future facilities. 

¶ Pursue agricultural land-protection opportunities in the Crow, Center, and San Juan Valleys 

¶ Explore expansion opportunities at San Juan County Park and Odlin County Park. 

¶ Pursue and enact consistent capital improvement funding sources. 

¶ Encourage volunteer stewardship and maintenance projects on county lands through a 
variety of groups such as Lopez, San Juan and Orcas Youth Conservation Corps and other 
service clubs. 

 
This Plan establishes a clear vision and direction for San Juan County Parks, Trails, and Natural 
Areas for the next six years and beyond. Continued collaboration, commitment, ingenuity, and 
innovation is essential to turning recommended actions and projects into completed success 
stories. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction
 
The San Juan County Parks, Trails, Natural Areas and Non-motorized Transportation Plan provides 
a long-term vision and six-year plan to guide action and investment in a wide variety of outdoor 
spaces and facilities overseen by San Juan County. Over the course of one year, San Juan County 
worked to assess community needs, engage the public, and craft a plan that strengthens the 
parks, trails, natural areas and non-motorized transportation system and charts a clear future for 
San Juan County Parks, the Land Bank, and Public Works. 
 
This chapter provides an overview of the approach and process used to create this Plan, a review 
of its organization, and a discussion of its relationship to other county plans. 

Purpose and Approach  

Every six years, San Juan County revisits and updates its Plan to ensure it responds to community 
needs and desires and provides clear direction for the identification, development, and 
management of parks, trails, and natural areas. In addition, it serves as the cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ bƻƴ-
Motorized Transportation Plan, thereby assuring consistency between facilities and compliance 
with state requirements. A county-approved six-year parks plan not only establishes clear 
priorities, it also makes the county eligible for important state grants that fund the majority of 
proposed parks, trails, natural areas and non-motorized transportation projects. Therefore, this 
Plan is designed to meet the eligibility requirements for grants administered by the Washington 
State Recreation and Conservation Office for a six-year period from 2017-2022. 
 

 
Collaborative Approach 
The San Juan County Parks, Trails, Natural Areas and Non-motorized Transportation Plan is a 
collaborative effort between the three county departments that play a role in the provision of 
parks, trails, natural areas and non-motorized transportation: San Juan County Parks, the Land 
Bank, and Public Works. (See Chapter 2 for an overview of the three departments.) While each 
department has its own mission, a joint mission statement has been developed to guide the 
implementation of this Plan: 
 
Work collaboratively to protect the natural beauty and character of the islands and respond to 
community needs through the provision of quality parks, trails, natural areas and non-motorized 
transportation and responsible stewardship of the natural environment and county facilities. 
 
Over the course of one year, the county worked to accomplish four key planning objectives: 

¶ Assess community needs, desires, challenges, and opportunities for parks, trails, natural 
areas and non-motorized transportation through a variety of public involvement methods; 

¶ Update, consolidate, and refine county inventory information on parks, trails, natural areas 
and non-motorized transportation; 

¶ Research viable local, state, and federal funding opportunities to fund implementation of 
priority projects and actions; and 
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¶ Develop a long-term vision and six-year action plan that charts a clear future for county 
lands and facilities. 

Planning Process 

Working together, the county designed a planning process that emphasized public involvement 
through a variety of methods. Launched in November 2015, the 12-month planning process 
involved four key project phases, consisting of the components below. 

Project Phases 

¶ Phase 1:  Asset and Opportunity Identification. The purpose of Phase 1 was to identify the 
key assets and opportunities of the Parks, Trails, Natural Areas and Non-motorized 
Transportation System. Key tasks included: Review and update the facility inventory; and 
identify big-picture opportunities through preliminary outreach. 

¶ Phase 2:  Vision and Needs Assessment. In Phase 2, a variety of public involvement 
ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΣ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǇŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
parks system. Mapping was also used to capture opportunity areas for trails, water access, 
and land conservation. 

¶ Phase 3:  Goal, Policy, and Action development. Information gathered through Phases 1 
and 2 provided the foundation for the development of the frameworks of the plan including 
key goals, policies, and actions. A capital facilities plan and review of public funding options 
was also completed to guide implementation of the Plan. Recommended goals, policies, 
actions, and projects were refined through the public involvement process and staff review. 

¶ Phase 4:  Plan Adoption and Implementation. The final phase of the planning process 
involved completing the final Plan through staff review and public comment. Final adoption 
and implementation of the Plan is anticipated by fall of 2016. 

 

Public Involvement 

Public Workshops 
Public workshops were held to solicit public input and feedback on various plan components. Four 
workshops were held in March 2016 on San Juan, Orcas, Lopez, and Shaw islands to capture 
community input on the key needs and priorities of the Plan. In total, the workshops attracted 83 
citizens. (See Appendix B for workshop results.) 

Community Survey 
In early March 2016, a community survey was mailed to 3,000 randomly selected households on 
the four ferry served islands. The purpose of the survey was to collect statistically significant 
information on current use of facilities, preferred activities, and support for future improvements. 
Ultimately, 360 surveys were returned, providing a 12 percent response rate and an accurate 
ƎŀǳƎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎΦ ό{ŜŜ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ B for survey results.) 

 
 
Facility Inventory and Classification 
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The county owns and operates the road system and a wide variety of parks, trails, and natural 
areas, mostly concentrated on the four ferry-served islands of San Juan, Orcas, Lopez, and Shaw. 
To assess conditions and needs at county facilities, site visits and evaluations were conducted for 
the majority of facilities. Findings informed the development of the six-year capital facilities plan. 
A classification scheme detailing facility type and description was also developed for all county 
facilities, establishing a framework for future evaluation of the park system (see Chapter 3 for 
more information). 

Plan Organization  

The San Juan County Parks, Trails, Natural Areas and Non-motorized Transportation Plan is 
composed of 6 chapters and 4 appendices: 

¶ Chapter 1. Introduction. Provides an overview of the approach and process used to create 
this Plan, a review of its organization, and a discussion of its relationship to other county 
plans. 

¶ Chapter 2. Planning Area Overview. tǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ {ŀƴ Wǳŀƴ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ 
landscape, highlighting key features, habitats, and land use and development trends; San 
Wǳŀƴ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ƪŜȅ ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǘǊŜƴŘǎΤ special 
planning considerations; and the network of public agencies that play a role in providing 
spaces and programs for outdoor recreation and natural area protection. 

¶ Chapter 3. Existing Resources. Provides a detailed summary of San Juan County parks, 
trails, natural areas and non-motorized transportation facilities, including a review of a 
new inventory classification scheme as well as a more detailed facility inventory and 
assessment. 

¶ Chapter 4. Community Needs. Provides an overview of the activities and major findings 
of the public involvement process. 

¶ Chapter 5. Mission, Values, Vision, Goals, and Policies. tǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ tƭŀƴΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ 
framework. 

¶ Chapter 6. Implementation:  Recommended Actions and Projects. Provides a roadmap 
for plan implementation, including a review of top- and second-tier actions for the next 
six years, a six-year capital facilities plan, and a summary of funding opportunities for 
implementation. 

Relationship to Other Plans  
The San Juan County Parks, Trails, Natural Areas and Non-motorized Transportation Plan 
establishes a long-term vision, new goals and policies, and a six-year action plan for the parks, 
trails, natural areas and non-motorized transportation of San Juan County for 2017 to 2022. This 
Plan substantially updates the 2011-2016 Plan for Parks, Trails, and Natural Areas for San Juan 
County and includes policy guidance from several past county plans. RCO requires cities and 
counties applying for RCO grants to have a current park, recreation, and open space plan that 
complies with all RCO requirements. Other state funding agencies, such as the state Washington 
Department of Transportation, require projects to be listed in an approved planning document.   
 
Although the San Juan County Comprehensive Plan (Comp Plan) does not contain a separate parks 
and recreation element, the land use element does establish broad goals and policies for 
recreation, natural resource conservation, open space and scenic resources, and access to public 
lands and facilities that relate to goals and policies set forth in this Plan. The Comp Plan contains 
a transportation element which references the Non-Motorized Transportation Plan contained 
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within the PTNA.  The Non-Motorized Transportation Plan addresses pedestrian and bicycle trails 
and human powered water craft shore access areas and meets the Growth Management Act 
(GMA) requirements.  This Plan is adopted as part of the SJC Comprehensive Plan and is consistent 
with the goals and policies of the Comprehensive Plan and may be used as a foundation for the 
development of a separate park and recreation element in a future Comprehensive Plan update. 
 
Other plans discussed below provide additional community context and support the goals, 
strategies, and implementation priorities set forth in this Plan. While the following plans were 
completed prior to this Plan, they provide further context and detail for some of the 
recommended actions and projects. 

¶ San Juan Island Trails Plan (2006). The San Juan Island Trails Committee completed a trails 
plan for San Juan Island in 2006 in partnership with San Juan County Parks, Island Rec, and 
the National Park Service. The plan outlines a long-term vision and prioritized list of trail 
projects across the island. Some projects have been implemented while others are still in 
the conceptual phase. 

¶ San Juan County Land Bank Habitat Conservation Plan (2008). San Juan County Land Bank 
completed the Habitat Conservation Plan in 2008 to guide the land protection efforts of the 
Land Bank. The plan highlights several opportunity areas and potential projects intended 
to guide Land Bank work through 2014. 

¶ Lopez Island Trails Plan (2014).  The Lopez Community Trails Network partnered with a 

number of organizations and individuals to develop a long range plan to achieve the vision 

of a network of trails for non-motorized use on Lopez Island.  A number of trail 

opportunities are identified and are in various stages of planning and/or implementation. 
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Chapter 2. Planning Area Overvie w 
To thoroughly plan for parks, trails, natural areas and non-motorized transportation in San Juan 
County, an understanding of the following elements is required:  Key landscape features, habitats, 
land use, and development trends; 

¶ Community profile, including demographic and economic trends; 

¶ Special planning considerations; and 

¶ The network of local, state, and federal agencies that play a role in providing spaces and 
programs for outdoor recreation and natural area protection. 

The Landscape 

San Juan County is located in the northwestern portion of Washington State in Puget Sound, 
composing a buffer of islands between mainland Washington and the southern end of Vancouver 
Island, British Columbia. To the west lies Haro Strait and Boundary Pass, marking the international 
boundary between Canada and the United States; to the east lies Rosario Strait; and to the south 
the Strait of Juan de Fuca (Figure 2.1). 

An island county made up of no fewer than 743 islands, reefs, and rocks at low tide, San Juan 
County is truly unique. The total land area is approximately 180 square miles with about 375 miles 
of shoreline abutting 600 square miles of inland sea. The San Juan Island group includes several 
islands on the eastern archipelago that belong to Skagit and Whatcom counties, including Cypress, 
Guemes, Sinclair, and Lummi Islands. 

Figure 2.1:  San Juan County Regional Context 
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In San Juan County, about 20 islands have year-round residents, but most live on the four ferry 

served islands of Lopez, Orcas, San Juan, and Shaw, with about half of the cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 

living on San Juan Island. 

The Town of Friday Harbor on San Juan Island is the commercial center of the islands as well as 

the county seat and the only incorporated municipality in the county. The villages of Eastsound 

on Orcas Island and Lopez Village on Lopez Island serve as smaller commercial centers. 

The Natural Environment 

The islands of San Juan County represent the highest points of a submerged mountain range that 

once connected Vancouver Island with the mainland. In the rain shadow of the Olympic 

Mountains, the islands enjoy a temperate climate that supports a wide variety of habitats, species, 

and rare plant communities. Combined with the unique marine environment of rocky intertidal 

areas, cliffs, sand dunes, estuaries, and other priority habitats, San Juan County encompasses rich, 

ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǎǘ ƭŀƴŘ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ 39 counties. 

!ǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ŀƴ Wǳŀƴ /ƻǳƴǘȅ [ŀƴŘ .ŀƴƪΩǎ Iŀōƛǘŀǘ /ƻƴǎŜǊvation Plan, five focal habitat 

types cover many of the cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǊŀǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ŀre threatened by current 

and projected development trends. These focal habitat types include:  undeveloped shoreline; 

large, intact forests; coastal prairies; oak woodlands; and high-quality wetlands. Additional core 

conservation areas include eelgrass, kelp beds, streams, and other nearshore marine areas. 

Land Use and Development 

Sparsely populated and characterized by rolling hills, fertile farmland, forested hillsides, and miles 

of marine shoreline, San Juan County is a rural county with an economy based in recreational 

tourism, second-home development, and the retirement industry. While the 1990s and early 

2000s brought a wave of new development, since 2005, the trend of new development has slowed 

as illustrated by a decrease in residential building permits (Figure 2.2). Despite a downturn in 

housing prices during the recession between 2008 and 2012, the growing number of second home 

purchases by non-county residents, the rise in popularity of converting long term rentals into 

vacation rentals, and a decrease in inventory have kept housing in the county unaffordable for 

many working families. Between 1997 and 2015, wages in the county, adjusted for inflation, have 

increased 20 percent while already high housing costs, adjusted for inflation, have seen an overall 

increase of 50 percent. (Figure 2.3)
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Fig. 2.2:  Single Family Residential Building Permits 

Sources:  San Juan County Dept. of Community Development; Runstad Center for Real Estate Research, Univ. of Wash.; 

Dept. of Commerce. 

Fig. 2.3:  Median Home Prices and Wages 

 
Sources:  Runstad Center for Real Estate Research, Univ. of Washington; Coldwell Banker San Juan County Real Estate 

Market Summary, 2015, NWMLS; Wages:  Washington State Employment Security Dept.; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

CPI Inflation Calculator. 

 

With only one incorporated small town, San Juan County is a very rural community. Table 2.1 

summarizes the land use designations in the unincorporated county which are predominantly 

rural designated lands (approximately 67 percent). Resource designated lands (Agricultural and 

Forest Resource) account for approximately 30 percent of unincorporated property. More densely 

settled areas such as villages, hamlets, and residential activity centers account for a small 

ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜŘ ŎƻǳƴǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ŀŘŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ 

beautiful setting. 

 

 

 

Table 2.1:  San Juan County 2010 Land Use Summary 
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Comprehensive Plan Land Use Acres 

Total Resource Lands 32,868 

Total Rural Lands Not in Activity Centers 74,396 

Village, Hamlet, Residential Activity Centers, Eastsound Rural 932 

Total Unincorporated 110,323 

     Town of Friday Harbor 1,309 

Total County 111,632 

Source:  Eldred Assoc. San Juan County Comprehensive Plan Update Task 2:  Buildout Analysis, Table 25; San Juan 
County GIS Program Coordinator 

The Community  
The islands of San Juan County have a culture and charm that has attracted visitors and residents 
for over a century. The economy of the islands has always been based on the abundance of local 
natural resourcesτlime, timber, and salmon in the late 1800s and early 1900s, and fisheries and 
natural amenity-driven industries in modern times. The beauty and lifestyle of the islands drive 
the local economy today, with local commerce is based on the tourist and retirement industries.  

Some significant trends, explored in more detail below, influence the role of parks, trails, natural 
areas and non-motorized transportation in San Juan County: 

¶ An older population. According to Washington State Office of Financial Management, in 
2015 the median age in San Juan County was 55 years, compared to 37 years for 
Washington State. The fastest growing age group in the county is 65 and older. Much of 
the shift to an older demographic can be attributed to migration into the county, influenced 
greatly by the large number of residents moving to the islands to retire. As indicated in 
community survey results discussed in Chapter 4, the older generation tends to enjoy the 
outdoors in a relatively low-impact manner, mainly through hiking, walking, wildlife 
watching, and relaxing in nature. 

¶ Part-time residency. The county has a high part-ǘƛƳŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǎƻƳŜ άǇŀǊǘ-ǘƛƳŜǊǎέ 
are deeply involved in the community, anecdotal evidence suggests this portion of the 
population is not as heavily invested in local issues as full-time residents, which may have 
implications for support of County Parks, Trails, Natural Areas and non-motorized 
transportation efforts. 

¶ Seasonal influx of tourists. To a large extent, tourism drives the local economy, and people 
visit the San Juans to experience the outdoors and the unique beauty of the islands. During 
the summer months, the height of the tourist season, county facilities are heavily visited 
by tourists, especially in areas of high popularity such as the west side of San Juan Island. 
The relatively short burst of intense use often exceeds the capacity of many facilities. 

¶ High cost of living and housing affordability. The influx of an older, generally wealthier 
population has increased the cost of living in San Juan County. While basic goods such as 
food and construction materials have always been more expensive in the islands, the 
dramatic increase of a population sector that can pay higher prices for homes and 
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attendant services has created a large disparity between working-wage earners and 
retirees. Subsequently, more workers are spending a growing portion of their income on 
ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ōŀǎƛŎ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ƘƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ άƳŀƪŜ ŜƴŘǎ ƳŜŜǘΣέ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŦŜǿŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 
save for the future. The parks, trails, natural areas and non-motorized transportation 
routes open to the public are a critical resource for these families who cannot afford to 
vacation or recreate elsewhere. 

Population 

{ŀƴ Wǳŀƴ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ǿŀǎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅ άŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘέ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǾe, work, and play in the 
1990s. The county experienced rapid growth during that decade, increasing by 40 percent from 
10,000 to 14,000 people. Since 2000, population growth has slowed to a more modest increase, 
with a projected 2015 population of 15,907.1 Based on growth projections of 0.41 percent per 
year, the cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŦƻǊŜŎŀǎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ to 17,334 by 2036.  

Table 2.2:  Population Allocations 

      

LOW: 
Island 

2015 

Population 

2036 

Population 

% Change 

2015-2036 

% Population 

By Island 

(2015) 

% Population 

By Island 

(2036) 

San Juan (unincorp.) 4,808 4,408 -8.32% 34.10% 34.10% 

     Friday Harbor 1,932 1,771 -8.33% 13.70% 13.70% 

Orcas 4,667 4,279 -8.31% 33.10% 33.10% 

Lopez 2,128 1,951 -8.32% 15.10% 15.10% 

Shaw 210 193 -8.10% 1.50% 1.50% 

Outer Islands 359 329 -8.36% 2.50% 2.50% 

Total 14,104 12,931 -8.32% 100.00% 100.00% 

      

MODERATE: 
Island 

2015 

Population 

2036 

Population 

% Change 

2015-2036 

% Population 

By Island 

(2015) 

% Population 

By Island 

(2036) 

San Juan (unincorp.) 5,422 5,908 8.96% 34.10% 34.10% 

     Friday Harbor 2,178 2,373 8.95% 13.70% 13.70% 

Orcas 5,263 5,735 8.97% 33.10% 33.10% 

Lopez 2,401 2,616 8.95% 15.10% 15.10% 

Shaw 238 259 8.82% 1.50% 1.50% 

Outer Islands 405 441 8.89% 2.50% 2.50% 

Total 15,907 17,334 8.97% 100.00% 100.00% 

Source:  Eldred Assoc., San Juan County Comprehensive Plan Phase 2 Table 8. 

 

For the past 40 years, the cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜd mainly to migration into the county. 

From 2005 to 2015, the population increased by 1,000 with the number of deaths outweighing 

the number of births, and a net migration of 1,312. With the steady migration of new residents 

to the county, a strong trend of an older population can be seen. Figure 2.4 shows San Juan County 

                                                           

1 Eldred & Associates San Juan County Comprehensive Plan Update Population Projections, Table 1. 
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age demographic compared to Washington State and the US. Figure 2.5 shows the growth of the 

65 and older age group from 2010 and forecasted to 2040. By 2040, the age group is forecasted 

to make up 34 percent of the total population, 66 percent above the state average; by 2020, 59 

percent of the population is forecasted to be 50 and older ς an extreme disproportion of a retiring 

and retired population.2 

 

Figure 2.4:  Percent of Population over 65 

 
Source:  WA State Employment Securities Dept. 

 

                                                           

2 Washington State Economic Securities Division San Juan County Data Tables 
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Figure 2.5:  Population over age 65, 2010-2040 

 

Source:  State of Washington Office of Financial Management, 2012 Projections, County Growth Management 

Population Projections by Age and Sex:  2010-2040 intermediate projections 

Part-time Residents 

As the cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǘƻǘŀƭ population has grown over the past 15 years, so too has the number of part-

time residents. According to 2010 Census figures, 57 percent of all housing units are occupied, 

while 43 percent are vacant. Seven percent are vacant because they are on the market, between 

tenants or for other reasons. Thirty-six percent of all housing units are used for seasonal, 

recreational, or occasional use.3  

Tourism 

Increased tourism revenues in San Juan County have eclipsed the counǘȅΩǎ ǎǘŜŀŘȅ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƛƴ 

population over the last 15 years, making the tourism industry a major source of income for the 

County.4 During the peak of the tourist season, the CƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ 60 

percent, having a significant impact on the infrastructure of a relatively small, rural county. 

According to a recent tourism study for San Juan County, tourism spending has gradually 

increased since 2003, totaling nearly $189 million in 2014. 

The county is recognized as a top travel destination in Washington, which also includes the State 

Scenic Byway Designation for San Juan and Orcas Islands. In 2014 Fodors.com named the San Juan 

Islands as one of the 10 Best Bike Vacations in the US. Lonely Planet recognized the San Juan 

Islands as one of the Top 10 US travel destinations for 2013.5 And the San Juan Islands ferry ride 

has been ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǘƻǇ ǘŜƴ ŦŜǊǊȅ ǊƛŘŜǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭ 

                                                           
3  US Census Bureau ς 2010 Demographic Profile Data 
4  San Juan County Comp Plan ς Economic Development Element 
5https://www.lonelyplanet.com/usa/travel-tips-and-articles/77583 
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Writers.6 The islands continue to be highlighted as a must-experience destination by major news 

outlets, including the New York Times7, the Seattle Post Intelligencer and popular lifestyle 

magazines such as Sunset. 

Economy 
As discussed above, the retirement and tourist industries drive the economy of San Juan County. 
According to the Washington State Data Book, the Leisure and Hospitality industry is the largest 
in the county, employing 26 percent of all employees, followed by Trade, Transportation and 
Utilities (17 percent), Government (15 percent), Education and Health Services (each at 11 
percent), Professional and Business Services (7 percent), Information and Financial Activities (6 
percent) and Manufacturing (4 percent). Of all the industries, the Government sector is the most 
stable and best-paying. The service industry, which makes up 26 percent of the cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ 
is notoriously low-paying and highly seasonal.8 

Income 
Although San Juan County has one of the highest per capita personal income levels in the state at 
$59,831 in 2014 (second only to King County at $68,877 in 2014), the figure is misleading because 
of the high proportion of retirees in the community. The average wage in 2014 was $32,383, just 
54 percent of the per capita income, and just 65 percent of the state average earnings per job of 
$49,610.9 Figure2.6 shows a breakdown of personal income from 1990 to 2014, distinguishing 
between labor and non-labor sources of income. From 2000 to 2014, personal income increased 
by 66 percent in the county, but that increase can be mostly attributed to the 93 percent increase 
in income from non-labor sources. In 2014, 70 percent of all personal income came from non-
labor sources (i.e. dividends, interest, and personal transfer receipts), nearly all associated with 
retirement income. 
  

                                                           

6  http://www.lu xurytravelmagazine.com/news-articles/worlds-top-10-ferry-boat-rides-13203.php 

7 http://www.nytimes.com/travel/guides/north-america/united-states/washington/san-juan-islands/overview.html  

8 Washington State Dept. of Employment Security San Juan County Data tables. 
9 Washington State Dept. of Employment Security; U.S. Dept. of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis, 

www.bea.gov  

http://www.bea.gov/
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Figure2.6:  Labor and Non-labor Sources of Personal Income (thousands of dollars) 

 
Source:  US Dept. of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis, www.bea.gov 

 

Affordability 
The growing income disparity in the San Juan Islands, that between retirees and wage-earning 
residents, has resulted in San Juan County being the least affordable place to buy a home in the 
state. (Fig. 2.3) Households that earn the median household income of $55,89810 can simply not 
afford the median home price of $420,250.11 Figure 2.3 shows the growth of median home prices 
from 1997 to 2014. Even with the dampening effect of recession, the county has followed a much 
more exaggerated trend than that of the state. In 2015, a family would need to earn at least 
$168,000 per year and have an additional $84,000 for a down payment to afford the median-
priced home in the county.12 

  

                                                           

10 U.S. Census, www.census.gov 

11 Runstad Center for Real Estate Research, Univ. of Washington 

12 Assuming 4.25% APR, 20% down payment, Town of Friday Harbor water sewer, and a maximum 2.5 x annual salary 
housing costs including utilities. 
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Figure 2.3:  Median Home Prices and Wages 

Sources:  Runstad Center for Real Estate Research, Univ. of Washington; Coldwell Banker San Juan County Real Estate 
Market Summary, 2015, NWMLS; Wages: Washington State Employment Security Dept.; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
CPI Inflation Calculator 
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Local Park, Trail, Natural Areas  and Non-motorized 

Transportation  Providers  
The various parks and open spaces of San Juan County are the primary attraction for visitors to 
the islands. From the newly established San Juan Islands National Monument, with dozens of 
spectacular properties, to state parks that provide boaters with access to undeveloped islands, 
the network of public parks, trails, natural areas and non-motorized transportation routes, 
including those owned and operated by the county, is a treasured community asset. Map 2.1 
shows public land ownership, illustrating the patchwork of public lands that provide some level 
of recreational opportunity for county residents and visitors. An overview of the major providers 
of parks, trails, natural areas and non-motorized transportation routes throughout the county is 
provided below. 

San Juan County 

As presented in the introduction of this Plan, San Juan County Parks, Land Bank, and Public Works 
all play a role in providing parks, trails, natural areas and non-motorized transportation in the 
county. A thorough inventory of county facilities is presented in Chapter 3. 

County Parks 

The county parks system includes 17 parks and the fairgrounds totaling 315 acres for the public 
to enjoy on San Juan, Orcas, Lopez, and Shaw islands. These parks provide visitors with the 
opportunity to experience the natural environment with opportunities for camping, boat 
launching, building rental, and special facility use. The Parks & Fair Department has a staff of 19, 
composed of full-time, part-time, and seasonal employees. There are additional short term Fair 
event staff as well. The department is assisted by the seven-member volunteer Parks and 
Recreation Commission and nine-member Fair Board (both appointed by the County Council). 

San Juan County Land Bank 

Established by San Juan County voters in 1990, San Juan County Land Bank preserves areas with 
environmental, agricultural, aesthetic, cultural, scientific, historic, scenic or low-intensity 
recreation value. The Land Bank provides more than 6,000 acres of preserved and protected land 
throughout the county. Approximately 3,450 acres are open to the public, providing unique 
recreational opportunities on all of the islands. The Land Bank has a staff of nine full- and part-
time employees (7.6 FTE) and is overseen by a seven-member commission appointed by the 
County Council; commission members serve four-year terms. 

San Juan County Public Works  

San Juan County Public Works is responsible for the design, construction, and maintenance of all 
public county roads, and many marine access facilities, including boat ramps, docks and floats. 
Public Works also plays a role in the stewardship of shoreline access and development of walking 
trails and biking amenities in the public right-of-way. Public Works currently provides or has 
jurisdiction over nearly 8 miles of public right-of-way trails, 16 marine access facilities, and shore 
access sites throughout the county. 

 

 

 

Town of Friday Harbor 
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The Town of Friday Harbor operates five small parks to serve the residents of the town. These 
include two small plazas near the marina and three neighborhood parks with open lawn areas and 
basketball courts. Town rights-of-way also accommodate walkers in the commercial downtown 
core and cyclists seeking cross-island transportation routes. 

Other Recreational Providers 
Other recreation programs and providers bolster county parks, trails, and natural areas. On San 
Juan Island, the San Juan Island Park and Recreation District (Island Rec) provides a host of 
recreational programs for all ages throughout the year. The district also operates four facilities 
including the Fairgrounds Family Park, Skate Park, Eddie and Friends Dog Park, and the La Farge 
Property, a primitive area open to the public for walking. Island Rec also oversees the volunteer 
San Juan Island Trails Committee, which actively leads trail advocacy, construction, and 
maintenance efforts on the island. 

On Orcas Island, the Orcas Island Recreation District provides a host of recreation programs for 
Orcas residents. The District also manages Buck Park which includes a skate park, tennis courts, 
several ball fields and soccer fields. 

While no park and recreation district exists on Lopez or Shaw Island, school districts and non-
profit organizations provide some recreation and enrichment programs in these communities. In 
addition to county-operated parks on Lopez, County Parks works with the Chamber of Commerce 
to operate and maintain the Village Park in the center of Lopez Village. The Lopez Island Family 
Resource Center (LIFRC) ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ȅƻǳǘƘΦ 

State Agencies 

State Parks 

Washington State Parks operates 15 parks totaling 5,300 acres in San Juan County, with Moran 
State Park on Orcas Island being the largest and most visited of all state parks. These parks play a 
key role in providing boater recreation facilities, camping, hiking and shoreline access 
opportunities. Parks such as Spencer Spit, Obstruction Pass, Sucia and Jones Islands provide 
important recreational opportunities for residents and visitors. 

Washington Department of Natural Resources 

While Washington Department of Natural Resources (DNR) oversees millions of acres of 
forestland, agricultural land, and aquatic resources across the state, the state agency has 
gradually transferred or is in the process of transferring much of its land in San Juan County to 
other public agencies. The most recent transfer of 320 acres on San Juan Island was added to the 
San Juan Island National Historical Park (English Camp Unit).The county has obtained 50 year 
leases for both Lopez Hill and Odlin South DNR properties totaling over 500 acres. The properties 
are managed by the Land Bank and Parks & Fair Departments respectively. 
 
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife 
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) owns over 150 acres in the county, and 
oversees fish and wildlife management of state resources. It also operates some recreational 
facilities, mainly water access sites, on some of the cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŦǊŜǎƘǿŀǘŜǊ ƭŀƪŜǎΦ ²5C² Ǉƭŀȅǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ 
role in partnership with other federal agencies in enforcement of state and federal marine laws 
and fisheries management. 

Federal Agencies 
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National Park Service 
The National Park Service operates the San Juan Island National Historical Park, totaling nearly 
2,100 acres, on San Juan Island. The park is composed of two major areas, American Camp and 
English Camp. These lands provide ample recreational opportunities and historical site 
interpretation for residents and visitors. 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Of the 700 or so islands, islets, rocks, and reefs that make up the San Juan Islands, 83 are part of 
the San Juan Island National Wildlife Refuge. Of these, 81 have been designated wilderness since 
1976 and are managed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. These islands, totaling almost 450 
acres, were set aside to protect colonies of nesting seabirds, but they also attract a variety of 
other wildlife, including bald eagles and harbor seals. To help maintain the natural character of 
these islands, all the refuge islands except Matia and Turn are closed to the public. 

U.S. Bureau of Land Management 
The U.S. Bureau of Land Management (BLM) manages the newly designated San Juan Islands 
National Monument that includes approximately 1,000 acres of land in San Juan County, 500 acres 
of which are located on Lopez Island, mainly at Watmough Bay and Iceberg Point. The details of 
the monument management plan are under development, but are expected to emphasize the 
conservation of the natural character of the land, while allowing low impact public access to most 
areas. With a full-time office on Lopez Island, partnership opportunities between the BLM and 
San Juan County Parks, the Land Bank and Public Works have expanded in recent years. 
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 Map 2.1:  Public Land Ownership 

 
































































































































































































































































































































